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Failures are common in business and lead to negative repercussions for 
organizations. However, through the use of explanations, firms can diminish the negative 
consequences of their failures. Unfortunately, researchers do not have a clear idea about 
why one type of explanation is better than another. The current study examined 
organizational explanations (including excuses, justifications, and apologies) to 
determine which components of these explanations work to make a difference in 
consumer satisfaction following a service or product failure.  
Results indicated that explanations that were considered believable, appropriate, 
considerate, and accepting of responsibility made a difference in the way consumers 
perceived organizations that failed them. Specifically, organizational communication that 
included these components were more likely to lead to an increased willingness to 
conduct business with an organization in the future, increased positive perceptions of 
company credibility, increased satisfaction with an organizational response, decreased 
perceptions of negativity about the failure episode, and decreased perceptions of 
 vi 
company control over a failure than communication that did not include these 
components.  
Additionally, results showed that excuses, justifications, and apologies also 
functioned independently of believability, appropriateness, consideration, and 
responsibility to influence consumers’ perceptions of their organizations. The presence of 
excuses led to lower perceptions of company control and higher perceptions of negativity 
about a failure episode. The presence of justifications led to lower perceptions of 
negativity and the presence of apologies led to increased perceptions of negativity.  
These results combined with the results from the hypotheses suggest that the 
hypothesized components of explanations and the form of explanations used in remedial 
responses both influence people’s perceptions of organizations and organizational 
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INTRODUCTION 
Businesses, like people, are not perfect and sometimes they make mistakes. These 
mistakes can take a variety of forms and range from minor incidents (such as a small wait 
for service at a restaurant) to major incidents (such as providing a product that ends up 
hurting people). Organizational mistakes (or failures as the literature often calls them) 
can lead to consumer dissatisfaction and negative repercussions for organizations 
including negative word of mouth behaviors, loss of business, and actions taken by third 
parties (Blodgett, Hill, & Tax, 1997; Etzel & Silverman, 1981; Hoffman & Kelley, 2000; 
Keaveney, 1995; Zemke, 1994). In addition, people also sometimes complain.  
When consumers file complaints against organizations these organizations have to 
make decisions regarding how to answer their patrons. The actions organizations take in 
response to these complaints are defined as organizational recovery attempts (Lewis & 
Spyrakopoulos, 2001) and are defined as the efforts businesses take to return “aggrieved 
customers to a state of satisfaction with the organization after a service or product has 
failed to live up to expectations” (Zemke & Bell, 1990, p. 43). Although businesses have 
a variety of responses to employ when addressing consumer complaints, this dissertation 
focused on the communicative aspects of recovery efforts. That is, this dissertation 
examined the types of explanations businesses gave to consumers in an attempt to 
understand why explanations for failures may alleviate consumer dissatisfaction. Similar 
to previous research on organizational recovery, the current study categorized 
explanations in one of three ways: as excuses, justifications, or apologies. These 
explanations are defined as follows: Explanations that attempt to alleviate responsibility 
for an event are known as excuses. People using excuses admit an act was done but deny 
personal responsibility for the event. Justifications accept responsibility for an event but 
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make an effort to decrease the perceived severity of its negative outcomes. Finally, 
apologies are messages containing both acknowledgments of blameworthiness for a 
negative event and attempts to obtain a pardon and mitigate the negative repercussions 
for the event. 
Previous scholars investigating the effectiveness of the various explanation types 
have largely concluded that the form of explanations determines their effectiveness in 
organizational remediation attempts. For example, in these studies the authors typically 
claim that justifications are superior to excuses because justifications inherently accept 
responsibility for a mistake (e.g., Boshoff & Leong, 1998; Conlon & Murray, 1996). On 
the other hand, some scholars assert that an explanation’s type plays no role in 
determining its effectiveness as a remediation tactic. Instead, these researchers suggest 
that certain communicative components – including believability, appropriateness, 
consideration and responsibility – embodied in explanations function to make them 
effective in organizational recovery efforts.  
The purpose of this dissertation was to determine whether explanations affect 
organizational responses to complaining consumers based on their form (i.e., excuses, 
justifications, or apologies), and/or if explanations affect organizational responses due to 
their ability to influence consumers’ perceptions of believability, appropriateness, 
consideration, and the acceptance of responsibility. In this study five dependent variables 
were assessed: future intent to do business with a company, perceived company 
credibility, satisfaction with an organizational response, perceived negativity with the 
failure episode, and perceived company control over the failure. 
A field stimulation was conducted which recruited subjects to write complaint 
letters to companies of their choice. Subjects wrote letters to companies regarding 
genuine complaints they had with services or products. Once companies responded to the 
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complaints, the content of the letters was analyzed to determine what types of messages 
companies used in their remediation attempts.  
Results from the data analyses indicated that the three types of explanations did, 
in fact, play a role in subjects’ perceptions of organizations following failures and 
subsequent remedial responses. T-tests of the independent variables grouped by the 
presence of excuses revealed that the presence of excuses worked to lower subjects’ 
perceptions of perceived company control. Additionally, the presence of excuses led to 
increased perceptions of negativity with a failure. Excuses also influenced subjects’ 
perceptions of organizational communication efforts. That is, the presence of excuses led 
to lower perceptions of organizations assuming responsibility for a failure and lower 
perceptions of response appropriateness.  
The presence of justifications did little to influence subjects’ perceptions of any of 
the hypothesized effective communication components. Therefore it should not be 
surprising that justifications had little effect on the outcome measures either. Results 
indicated that the presence of justifications led to a decrease in subjects’ perceived 
negativity about a failure, but did little to influence any of the other dependent measures. 
Finally, results indicated that, compared to providing no apologies, subjects were 
significantly more likely to intend to do business in the future with organizations, were 
more likely to have higher perceptions of company credibility, and were more likely to be 
satisfied with the responses of organizations that provided them. However, subjects were 
also significantly more likely to see failure situations as more negative when an apology 
was given than when one was not. Apologies also influenced subjects’ perceptions of 
organizational communication efforts. Compared to subjects who did not receive 
apologies, those who did perceived their organizational responses to be more believable, 
appropriate, and considerate. 
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Results from the data analyses also indicated that the four hypothesized 
components of effective explanations played a role in subjects’ perceptions of 
organizations following a failure and subsequent remedial response as well. Specifically, 
the more organizational explanations were perceived to be believable, appropriate, 
considerate, and accepting of responsibility, the more subjects were likely to do business 
with an organization in the future, assign credibility to an organization, and be satisfied 
with an organizational response. In addition there were small associations with negativity 
for three of the four hypothesized components of effective explanations. That is, the more 
an organization’s explanation was perceived to be appropriate, considerate, and accepting 
of responsibility, the less likely subjects were to feel negative about a complaint situation. 
Finally, although the association was small, the more a company’s response was 
believable the less an organizational failure was perceived to be under a company’s 
control. These results suggest that the hypothesized components of effective explanations 
are useful in producing beneficial outcomes for organizations that find themselves in 
predicaments with their customers. 
Mediation analyses further indicated that the form of an explanation plays an 
independent role as an effective organizational remediation tactic. That is, excuses, 
justifications, and apologies have the ability to impact the way people think about 
organizations above and beyond their connection to the hypothesized effective 
components of explanations (i.e., believability, appropriateness, consideration, and 
responsibility). For instance, the mediation tests for excuses revealed no significant 
results. Thus, I conclude that excuses have the ability to influence subjects’ perceptions 
of company control and negativity independently of the hypothesized components of 
effective explanations. Additionally, because the presence of justifications had no affect 
on the independent variables I conclude that justifications have the ability to reduce 
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subjects’ perceptions of negativity about a failure episode independently of the 
hypothesized components of effective explanations. Finally, the effect of apologies on 
subjects’ perceptions of negativity with a failure episode was not mediated by the 
independent variables. Thus I conclude that apologies have the ability to foster negativity 
independently of the hypothesized components of effective explanations. These results, 
combined with the results from the hypotheses, suggest that the hypothesized components 
of explanations and the form of explanations used in remedial responses both influence 
people’s perceptions of organizations and organizational responses following complaints 
about a failure.  
In summary, though some scholars assert that the form of explanations is what 
makes them effective and others argue that the components of explanations make them 
effective this dissertation argues that, in fact, both are correct. Results from this study 
indicate that both the form of explanations and the components of organizational 
communication that they influence affect consumers’ perceptions of organizations 
following a failure.  
Although excuses, justifications, and apologies have been the communicative 
messages studied in the past, this dissertation suggests that these messages are only three 
choices organizations have when they decide to respond to consumer complaints. 
Although excuses, justifications, and apologies act as vessels for the effective 
components of explanations they are not the only options that lead to believability, 
appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility. In point of this fact, even letters with 
no explanation types present led to a higher likelihood of doing business in the future 
with a company, higher perceptions of company credibility, more satisfaction with the 
organizational response, and less perceived negativity with the failure situation when 
compared to people who received no letter. Messages included in these “empty” letters 
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contained, for example, information regarding what the company was doing about the 
complaint to make sure it didn’t happen in the future, reassurances of organizations’ 
pledge to high quality, and requests for further communication. Therefore, although 
organizations may want to use excuses, justifications, and apologies to explain failure 
episodes to aggrieved consumers they should consider looking at the independent effects 
of these explanation types and consider if the messages they are sending achieve the 
goals they set out to accomplish.  
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CHAPTER I 
Organizational Failures  
It almost goes without saying that businesses seek to retain their customers and 
promote consumer loyalty (Tax & Brown, 1998).  Doing so ensures a steady supply of 
repeat purchases, and ultimately, sustainable income. However, mistakes and failures – 
ranging from rude employees to failures to provide a core service – are common in 
business encounters (Babakus, Yavas, Karatepe, & Avci, 2003; Bitner, Booms, & 
Tetreault, 1990; Hart, Heskett, & Sasser, 1990) and can lead to negative repercussions for 
organizations. Generally speaking there are two types of organizational failures, outcome 
failures and process failures (Bitner et al., 1990; Keaveney, 1995).  Outcome failures are 
defined as failures in regards to organizations’ tangible goods or services. Examples of 
outcome failures include restaurants running out of menu items and overbooked flights. 
Process failures are failures in the delivery of organizations’ goods or services. Examples 
of process failures include rude employees and long waits. Both types of failures lead to 
consumer dissatisfaction and negative repercussions for organizations including: 
complaints, negative word of mouth behaviors, loss of business, and actions taken by 
third parties (e.g., the Better Business Bureau) (Blodgett et al., 1997; Etzel & Silverman, 
1981; Hoffman & Kelley, 2000; Keaveney, 1995; Zemke, 1994).  
When organizations fail customers they can be said to be in predicaments. 
Predicaments are defined as situations where “events have undesirable implications for 
the identity-relevant images actors have claimed or desire to claim in front of real or 
imagined audiences” (Schlenker, 1980, p. 125). According to Schlenker, predicaments 
arise from events that threaten to damage an actor’s – or in the case of this dissertation, 
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an organization’s – identity and range in seriousness from minor incidents (e.g., a brief 
wait for service), to being caught in a moderate breach of conduct (e.g., a long wait for 
service), to being caught in a serious breach of conduct (e.g., providing a product that 
harms a consumer).  In each instance, an organization’s identity – the way it is defined 
and regarded in business interactions – becomes threatened insofar as consumers are 
likely to ascribe undesirable characteristics to an organization and sanction an 
organization negatively for its actions. 
Although failures in business transactions are inevitable, dissatisfied customers 
are not. Through effective service recovery firms can diminish the negative consequences 
of organizational failures and, some researchers argue, even create more goodwill than if 
the transaction went smoothly in the first place (Gilly & Gelb, 1982; Hart et al., 1990; 
Tax, Brown, Chandrashekaran, 1998). However, when customers do not complain about 
their circumstances, organizations can do little to remedy their situations. And, 
regrettably for firms that wish to maintain satisfied customers, most consumers with 
grievances never complain (Andreasen & Best, 1977; Zemke, 1994; Zemke & Bell, 
1990). But, when consumers do voice their concerns, organizations have a variety of 
responses to employ to help manage their predicaments. Similar to organizational 
encounters (and failures) being considered exchanges with two categories (outcomes and 
processes), recovery efforts in a broad sense include responses with two categories as 
well. That is, organizations can seek to compensate complaining customers with 
economic resources – such as discounts and free goods – or they can seek to compensate 
customers with psychological resources – such as explanations (Smith, Bolton, & 
Wagner, 1999).  Although both approaches to solving predicaments are available to – and 
often used by – organizations, this dissertation focuses on recovery efforts related to the 
psychological resources organizations provide for failures.  
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For the purposes of this study I looked at one major type of psychological 
resource: explanations. Scholars of interpersonal relationships have examined the 
explanations people give to others in response to social failures  (Cody & McLaughlin, 
1985, 1988; Schlenker, 1980; Schonbach, 1980) and interestingly, most organizations’ 
communicative responses to consumer complaints are similar to those found in 
interpersonal relationships. Therefore, a useful way of organizing the communication 
components of organizational responses to consumer complaints may be through the 
taxonomy provided by the literature on interpersonal explanations. Typically, these 
responses include excuses, justifications, and/or apologies.  
Explanations that attempt to alleviate responsibility for an event are known as 
excuses. People using excuses admit an act was done but deny personal responsibility for 
the event (Schonbach, 1980; Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981) in an attempt to establish or 
maintain social bonds, increase social rewards, and decrease social punishments (Weiner, 
1992). According to Weiner (1992), excuses alleviate responsibility for an event based on 
the locus of control, the ability to control, and/or the stability of a person’s behavior.  For 
example, after crashing into someone’s car, an explanation that excludes the three 
aforementioned components (the car’s brakes malfunctioned) will lead to less negative 
repercussions for an actor than an account that includes them (you were drinking 
alcohol).  In other words, telling the person whose car you crashed into that the accident 
was a result of your brakes having failed (locus of control is with the vehicle 
manufacturer not you) which disallowed you to slow down (you could not control your 
speed) and that this is the first time this has happened (no consistent reports of bad 
driving) will lead to less negative repercussions than telling them that you drank, knew 
you were drunk, and hit their car because your brakes were out – because you failed to 
have them fixed – and this happens all the time.  
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Explanations that attempt to alleviate the undesirability of an event are known as 
justifications.  People using justifications accept responsibility for an event but make an 
effort to decrease the perceived severity of its negative outcomes. For example, a 
manager justifying laying-off an employee may argue that the employee is better off 
elsewhere or that the severance package makes for a less negative situation (Schlenker, 
1980). According to Tedeschi and Reiss (1981), there are many ways a person can 
employ justifications. For example, justifications can be made based on appeals to a 
higher authority (e.g., organizational rules) or they can be made based on appeals to 
ideals (e.g., religion). In addition, justifications can be made on the basis of other claims 
including: self-defense (e.g., physical), defense of one’s reputation, loyalties (e.g., 
protecting a friend), universal values (e.g., love or truth), and self-actualization.   
A third possible response to predicaments is the apology. Tedeschi and Reiss 
(1981) define apologies as messages containing both acknowledgments of 
blameworthiness for a negative event and attempts to obtain a pardon and mitigate the 
negative repercussions for the event. Because social failures are behaviors that violate 
rules of public engagement, people often use apologies to communicate that they 
understand that a rule has been broken, understand the rule itself, and promise not to 
break the rule again (Schlenker, 1980). In this sense, apologies function to align actors 
with the collective goal of others in an attempt to restore harmony to the social relations 
of a community or relationship. Apologies are designed to convince an audience that 
although an actor accepts blame for an undesirable event, any subsequent attributions or 
evaluations made on the basis of that event would not be accurate (Greenberg, 1990).
 In the literature on organizational service recoveries, scholars find that 
explanations for failures consistently alleviate consumer dissatisfaction (Davidow, 2003; 
Morris, 1988) and lead to increased perceptions of fairness.  However, results are mixed 
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as to which type of explanation (Excuse? Justification? Apology?) is the most effective 
(Baer & Hill, 1994; Bobocel & Farrell, 1996; Conlon & Murray 1996; Crant & Bateman, 
1993; Shaw, Wild, & Colquitt, 2003; Tata, 2000). More importantly, researchers still do 
not have a clear idea about why one type of explanation is better than another (Shaw et 
al., 2003). Therefore, the current study looks at companies’ communication with 
customers following organizational failures to discover why excuses, justifications, and 
apologies resolve consumers’ concerns. I plan to examine what components of these 
explanations differentiate effective recovery efforts from ineffective recovery efforts.  
The purpose of the current study is to add to the knowledge of effective service 
recovery by blending the communication literature that focuses on accounts given for 
relational failures and the organizational recovery literature that looks at accounts given 
for corporate failures. Although the two strands of literature document similar 
phenomena, they have room for improved integration.  An understanding of both lines of 
research has the potential to shed light on the components of effective organizational 
responses to failures as a function of consumers’ responses to relational communication.  
FAILURE TYPES  
Despite organizations’ best efforts to conduct successful business, things go 
wrong. Organizations sometimes fail customers in situations running the gamut from rude 
employees to defective products. For example, companies may supply faulty goods, 
customers may be stuck with lengthy waiting times, promises to consumers may not be 
kept, there may be a poor staff attitude, and company procedures may be inappropriate or 
poorly applied (Bailey, 1994). Using similar methodologies in a variety of organizational 
contexts (including restaurant, airline, hotel, and retail industries) several researchers 
(Bitner et al., 1990; Hoffman, Kelley, & Rotalsky, 1995; Kelley, Hoffman, & Davis, 
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1993) have organized unfavorable business encounters into three broad categories of 
failures: employees’ responses to service and product failures, employees’ responses to 
special needs, and unprompted employee action.  
In the first category, employees’ responses to service and product failures, failures 
are directly related to an organization’s core offerings. Failures in this category include, 
for example, perceived inequitable policies. Problems returning merchandise without a 
receipt and problems returning merchandise that was subsequently offered on sale are 
included in this category.  Other failures in the first category include: slow or unavailable 
service, pricing mistakes (item did not ring up correctly), and packaging errors.  
Packaging errors lead to failures when a wrong item is found in a package or when parts 
are missing from a package. Finally, failures in this category also include mistakes for 
items placed on hold (items were sold to someone else or were misplaced), incorrect 
alterations and repairs, bad information (e.g., employee gives out information that results 
in the purchase of the wrong product), out of stock products, and product defects. 
The second group of failures relates to employees’ responses to special customer 
needs or requests. The list for these types of errors is substantially smaller and consists 
only of special order requests and admitted customer error. Organizational failures 
involving special order requests include special orders arriving damaged, incorrect 
catalog orders, and flawed personalized products. Admitted customer error leads to 
dissatisfaction when customers are displeased with the way employees handle situations 
where customers acknowledge a mistake and take blame for the failure.  For example, the 
unintentional misuse of a product or purchasing the wrong size garment may create a 
service predicament that can lead to an unsatisfactory resolution. 
The third group of failures includes unprompted and unsolicited employee 
actions.  Incidents in this category include the actions of an organization’s personnel and 
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are unrelated to its core offerings. For example, failures in this category include being 
mis-charged. Failures of this type include employees giving back incorrect change and 
employees forgetting (or being unwilling) to honor a sale price. Employees are also 
responsible for consumer dissatisfaction when they give customers a hard time after these 
situations are pointed out. A second type of incident involves employee created 
embarrassments. For example, forgetting to remove security tags, inappropriately sizing 
customers for clothing, and accusing customers of shoplifting are included in this 
category. Finally, employees can create a sense of dissatisfaction due to their lack of 
professionalism. That is, customers are likely to be dissatisfied with employees when 
they are moody, when they ignore customers, when they are unhelpful, and when they 
serve a customer who was not next in line for service. 
As is apparent from the studies reviewed above, organizations can find 
themselves in a variety of predicaments with consumers. However, just because initial 
business interactions go awry does not mean that organizations have to suffer. Instead, 
organizations can improve their relationships with consumers by employing remediation 
tactics.  
Organizational Recovery 
The actions organizations take in response to organizational failures are defined 
as organizational recovery efforts (Lewis & Spyrakopoulos, 2001). Specifically, 
organizational recovery is defined as “returning aggrieved customers to a state of 
satisfaction with the organization after a service or product has failed to live up to 
expectations” (Zemke & Bell, 1990, p. 43). Organizational recovery is considered the 
true test of a company’s commitment to quality (Zemke, 1994) and has a significant 
impact on overall consumer satisfaction following a failure (Boshoff, 1997). For 
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example, effective complaint handling has been linked to consumer satisfaction, brand 
loyalty, favorable word of mouth behaviors, and decreased instances of litigation (Gilly 
& Hansen, 1992).  Moreover, effective consumer complaint handling can turn angry and 
frustrated customers into loyal ones (Boshoff, 1997) and can lead to enhanced 
perceptions of the quality of an organization’s services, products, and competence 
(Bailey, 1994; Zemke & Bell, 1990). On the other hand, poor recovery efforts have a 
harmful impact on the survival and growth prospects of a firm (Boshoff & Staude, 2003).  
In fact, some researchers argue that customers often switch service providers not because 
of core service failures but instead because of unacceptable responses (or remedial 
efforts) following these failures (Keaveney, 1995). They state that once a customer 
lodges a complaint, the way the complaint is handled becomes more important than the 
original transaction (Goodwin & Ross, 1990; Kelley et al., 1993). 
RECOVERY OPTIONS 
According to Smith et al. (1999), service recovery should be thought of as a type 
of exchange. When customers experience a loss through a failure, organizations can 
attempt to rectify the situation by providing a gain via service recovery. Using a critical 
incident technique, Kelley et al. (1993) collected and classified reports of organizational 
responses to failures and discovered that organizations have a variety of recovery options. 
The first type of recovery strategy identified was the discount. According to the 
researchers, discounts were given as a means of compensating customers for the 
inconvenience of organizational failures. The second type of recovery strategy identified 
was a simple correction. With this strategy, repairs were made to products, missing items 
were found, and policies were explained.  Firms using this type of recovery strategy fixed 
mistakes promptly and courteously while adding nothing extra. The researchers found 
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other examples of mollification strategies as well including (in order from more favorable 
to less favorable): supervisor intervention, correction plus (organizations not only fixed 
the mistake but also compensated customers for their inconvenience), replacement for 
defective products, apologies, refunds, and store credit. 
In a different vein, Boshoff (1999) suggests that six dimensions of organizational 
responses make up the core of consumers’ expectations for satisfaction with service 
recovery efforts. Instead of examining specific organizational actions like the scientists 
mentioned above, Boshoff examined and articulated more general dimensions of 
effective service recovery. These dimensions are: 
 
• Atonement: Defined as value-added compensation to restore the ratio of inputs to 
outputs thus “making it up” to the customer for the inconvenience of a failure. 
• Communication: Defined as the amount, timing, frequency, and style of 
communication. This dimension is most commonly associated with 
communication style (both verbal and nonverbal) and includes strategies such as 
promoting liking, helpfulness, similarity, and understanding.  
• Feedback: This dimension refers to the information an organization provides to 
consumers about the actions a company is taking to resolve a problem. 
• Empowered Employees: This refers to employees’ authority to act and make 
decisions on behalf of an organization without “passing the buck.” 
• Tangibles: Tangibles refer to employees’ appearance and standard of dress.  It 
also refers to the equipment employees use and the physical environment in which 
they handle complaints. 
• Explanation: Explanation refers to the accounts organizations provide to 
customers regarding why problems occurred in the first place. 
  
In addition, Johnston & Mehra (2002) interviewed organizations in the United 
Kingdom that demonstrated superior customer service with complaint handling to 
discover if there was a common thread in successful recovery actions. The authors 
discovered that, in fact, there were similarities between successful organizations. These 
similarities include:  
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• A speedy response with a human touch:  Many organizations saw the importance 
of a quick response to a complaint. “Quick” responses were usually given within 
24 hours of the complaint. A formal response and resolution for the problem were 
usually given within 5 business days of the complaint. In addition, a telephone 
call – and sometimes a personal visit – was made to the complainant in order to 
add a personal touch to the recovery process. 
• Organizations that performed well also encouraged customer complaints. These 
organizations made it easy for consumers to complain and made the process 
hassle free. 
• Employees were empowered to help. Instead of having to “pass the buck,” 
employees were encouraged to make their own decisions regarding how to correct 
failures. As part of a culture of no blame, employees were taught that failures will 
happen and instead of getting defensive, the best practice is to help the customer. 
• Organizations also tried to create a sense of closure. Instead of simply letting the 
issue go away, many firms contacted customers after the resolution process had 
taken place to inquire about how they felt about the recovery efforts and to ask if 
there could be any improvement for similar cases in the future. 
• The inclusion of top management lets customers know that businesses take 
complaints seriously. Often managers, and even directors of organizations, would 
take the time to personally address consumer issues. This was done to 
demonstrate that the organizations understood the inconvenience they caused. 
 
The categorizations described above reflect some of the many different recovery 
options organizations have at their disposal. Although the responses may seem disparate, 
Davidow (2000) suggests that consumers evaluate them on the basis of six general 
categories. These categories include: timeliness (how quickly organizations respond to a 
complaint), facilitation (the procedures and structures organizations have in place to 
support complaining customers), redress (tangible outcomes provided to customers), 
apology (acknowledgement of a complainants’ distress), credibility (the explanations 
provided for failures and communication designed to tell consumers what is being done 
to prevent future incidents), and attentiveness (the interpersonal interaction between 
customers and organizational representatives). 
The results of the studies mentioned above indicate that firms often employ a 
variety of strategies to help mollify dissatisfied customers. However, to date there are few 
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studies that focus solely on the communicative components of organizational remediation 
attempts. Therefore, although organizations have a selection of tactics to employ in 
response to failures, the current study focuses only on those aspects relating to 
communication. Specifically, this dissertation examines organizational excuses, 
justifications, and apologies and the components that make these explanations effective 
with dissatisfied customers. 
Explanations  
Of the many remediation tactics to choose from, organizations often benefit from 
the use of explanations for their failures. According to Baer and Hill (1994), customers 
who receive an explanation from an organization following a failure are significantly 
more likely to be satisfied with the response, are more likely to see the initial failure as 
less negative, and are more likely to see the company as credible than customers who do 
not receive an explanation. Moreover, explanations go a long way in establishing the 
integrity of an organization in customers’ eyes (Davidow, 2003). 
In addition, although consumers have many expectations for organizations 
following a failure, they most often expect an explanation for the problem (Resnik & 
Harmon, 1983). For example, in a study of customer complaints to a hotel chain, Morris 
(1988) found that, after lodging a complaint, only 19% of complaining customers said 
they expected some type of tangible compensation (e.g., a free room or meal) while a full 
47% stated that they would have been satisfied with a detailed form of communication 
regarding the incident. According to Lewis and McCann (2004), not only do customers 
appreciate explanations following service failures but explanations also represent a cheap 
and quick method of recovery. 
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Because explanations are of value for organizations it is important to organize 
them in a way that allows researchers to examine their effects on dissatisfied customers.  
As was mentioned earlier, a useful way of classifying organizational accounts is through 
the taxonomy provided by the literature on interpersonal explanations. Although some 
researchers investigating organizational service recovery categorize explanations slightly 
differently (e.g., Davidow, 2000; Hill, Baer, & Morgan, 2000), the operationalization of 
the different types has typically remained unchanged.  
Before looking at the findings of the research related to organizational 
explanations for failures I will first examine the literature in social interaction. This 
framework of interpersonal explanations provides structure for considering how 
organizational accounts for failures may influence consumers’ evaluations of recovery 
efforts. 
Impression Management in Predicaments 
The importance of explanations in social relations is reflected in the idea of 
impression management. According to Schlenker (1980), impression management is 
defined as the conscious or unconscious attempt to control a personal image. That is, 
through the “descriptions of… the things they are accountable for… people can secure 
identities that maximize the public esteem in which they are held and the outcomes they 
receive” (p. 91). These descriptions come in the form of explanations and, through their 
ability to reframe events, have the potential to manipulate perceptions of reality. 
Just as the descriptions of events people are accountable for can secure positive 
identities for them, descriptions of events they are not accountable for can protect 
individuals against the creation of negative identities. Tedeschi and Reiss (1981) state 
that: 
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While it may appear to an observer that a person is responsible and blameworthy for a 
negative action, it is sometimes the case that the observer lacks critical information in 
forming his or her moral judgment. Thus, additional information may cause the observer 
to change his mind and remove the debit against the [actor]… (p. 301) 
Although impression management looks at the creation of positive identities for 
individuals and the protection against negative identities, the literature has typically 
focused on the latter with special attention paid to a person’s ability to account for events 
that led to negative consequences.  
Again, actions that have negative consequences are known as predicaments and 
are defined as “situations in which events have undesirable implications for the identity-
relevant images actors have claimed or desire to claim in front of real or imagined 
audiences” (Schlenker, 1980, p. 125). According to Schlenker, the severity of 
predicaments is measured by two factors. The first factor is the undesirability of the event 
and refers to the degree to which an event is negatively evaluated. Often, events are 
evaluated as a function of their consequences. Therefore, events with more undesirable 
consequences (e.g., killing somebody in a car crash) are more negatively evaluated than 
events with less undesirable consequences (e.g., denting a person’s bumper in a car 
crash). The second factor is an actor’s apparent responsibility for an event. An actor’s 
responsibility for an event is a function of the blame assigned to an individual and can 
range from 0-100%. As a person’s responsibility for an event increases, so does the 
severity of the predicament for that person (Schlenker, 1980). 
To minimize or avoid negative repercussions, actors may employ impression 
management tactics. Impression management tactics usually come in the form of 
explanations that reframe negative events into a more positive light by reducing the 
severity of a predicament. Thus, predicaments can be resolved if an actor’s blameworthy 
behavior can be explained in an acceptable manner that reduces the apparent 
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undesirability of an event, an actor’s apparent responsibility for an event, or both 
(Greenberg, 1990; Schlenker, 1980).   
IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT TACTICS 
Excuses 
Excuses are explanations that attempt to decrease an actor’s perceived 
responsibility for a negative outcome. Excuses admit an act was done but deny personal 
responsibility for the action (Schonbach, 1980; Weiner, 1992) and are designed to 
dissociate oneself from a predicament (Greenberg, 1990; Schlenker, 1980). Importantly, 
Schlenker argues that excuses never completely exonerate a person of responsibility, 
instead excuses are designed to reduce responsibility for an event from its maximal level 
to its lowest level. However, any decrease in responsibility for a negative outcome should 
be considered desirable because as responsibility declines so do the negative 
repercussions for an actor (Schlenker, 1980). 
When discussing excuses it is important to consider how people assign 
responsibility to others in the first place. According to Weiner (1992), responsibility can 
be assigned via three attributional dimensions: locus of control, controllability, and 
stability. Locus of control refers to the source of an action’s cause and is similar to the 
notion of intention (Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981). Locus of control refers to the idea that an 
action can either be attributed to an actor himself or some unintended cause outside an 
actor. Controllability refers to the power an actor has to make an event happen and is 
similar to the notion of volition (Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981). That is, after a negative event, 
actors can decrease their perceived responsibility if they can communicate that under the 
circumstances they had no authority, ability, or capacity to act otherwise. Stability refers 
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to the temporal properties of an offense. For example, some problems are the result of 
causes that will not change whereas others may be based on fleeting circumstances.  
Manipulating any of these three dimensions results in a change in the 
responsibility assigned to an excuse-giver and the way an excuse-giver is perceived 
(Weiner, 1986). For instance, locus of control typically influences perceptions of personal 
accountability. Therefore, explaining a negative event with a causal attribution 
demonstrating an external locus of control will lead to a decrease in negative perceptions 
of an excuse-giver. Consider the difference between missing a sports play because of a 
lack of skill or because of bad weather.  In the case of bad weather (e.g., the rain made a 
person drop the catch) a person will not be seen as responsible, and therefore perceived as 
negatively, for the fouled play when compared to a lack of skill. The dimension of 
controllability influences the emotional response of a listener in terms of the anger felt 
after a transgression. For instance, a person will not be seen as responsible for a fouled 
play if he drops a catch because he was instructed to do so (e.g., organized crime 
threatened his family) compared to dropping the catch because he wanted to throw the 
game to win a personal bet. In support of this notion, Roseman, Spindel, and Jose (1990) 
predict that a person will feel frustration as opposed to anger when a negative result is a 
function of extenuating circumstances as opposed to another person’s will. Finally, 
stability is linked to positive expectancies for future behavior.  Excuses based on unstable 
causes (e.g., “I never drop catches, but a random bug flew in my eye”) are more likely to 
lead to positive future oriented expectations of a relationship than are excuses based on 
stable causes (e.g., “I dropped the catch because my vision is horrible and this happens all 
the time”) (Weiner, 1992).  
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Justifications 
Justifications are explanations that take responsibility for an event but reject the 
negative qualities others attribute to it (Schlenker, 1980; Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981). 
Justifications are often constructed in response to the violation of a norm or rule. As such, 
they reflect a person’s attempt to make the actions that led to a negative event seem 
normal and, in turn, less negative. According to Tedeschi and Reiss (1981), there are 10 
ways a person can employ justifications. The first way is to appeal to a higher authority. 
For example, following a negative event a person can claim that his actions were in line 
with organizational/superordinate rules and therefore less deserving of negative 
repercussions. The second type of justification is an appeal to ideology.  Terrorists, for 
example, attempt to justify their actions by appealing to an ideology of religion and 
justice. Justifications can also be made on the basis of numerous other claims including: 
self-defense (e.g., physical), defense of one’s reputation, loyalties (e.g., protecting a 
friend), norms of justice, universal values (e.g., love and truth), and self-actualization.   
An additional method of justifying one’s actions is the communication of 
misrepresented events (Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981). The communication of misrepresented 
events describes accounts where people attempt to communicate that the perceived 
negative consequences of an event are really “not that bad” and have been exaggerated. 
Accounts using this method of justification attempt to demonstrate that the perceived 
negative consequences of an event have been misrepresented in some way. For example, 
a slide tackle in soccer may lead to an injury, but to lessen the negative repercussions of 
the incident the offending player may communicate that the injured individual is not as 
hurt as he is acting.   
Another type of justification is a comparison with the behavior of others.  
Children often use this type of justification by claiming that others have perpetrated 
 23 
similar acts and have not been punished for their actions. These accounts imply that the 
actions a person took were normatively acceptable and therefore to single a person out 
and punish him would be unfair (Greenberg, 1990; Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981). An 
alternative form of comparison is reflected in accounts that contain counterfactuals.  
Counterfactuals are statements that reflect what could have happened in a given situation 
(Khaneman & Tversky, 1982) and are usually attributed to the consideration of 
alternatives that “may have been.” In other words, after an event has occurred, the 
presence of counterfactuals describes a person’s imagination of how things could have 
been otherwise (Roese, 1997). If counterfactuals are made to reflect potentially more 
negative outcomes (that is, things are made to seem as if they could have been worse) 
people are likely to be content with their current outcomes (Folger, 1987; Greenberg, 
1990).  
Finally, in addition to the components of justifications described by Tedeschi and 
Reiss, Folger (1987) adds that justifications can alleviate the severity of a predicament by 
communicating the hope for a better future; this idea is known as amelioration. Several 
researchers have identified this tactic’s effectives in increasing the perceived fairness of 
an outcome. For example, Folger, Rosenfield, Rheaume, and Martin, (1983) found that 
individuals who thought they might get what they wanted in the future were not as 
resentful about a current deprivation as people who expected no improvement.   
Apologies 
Apologies function to restore harmony in social relationships by redressing the 
past and promising more desirable future conduct (Schlenker, 1980). According to Cody 
& Braaten (1992), apologies are seen as polite, helpful in resolving a dispute, and helpful 
in avoiding conflict. 
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Apologies are useful insofar as they do three things (Schlenker, 1980). First, 
apologies communicate remorse and serve as a form of self-punishment for any harm 
done. According to Schlenker (1980), a person must pay some type of penalty if he 
wishes to redress the past. This penalty can be paid in the form of mental, physical, or 
economic suffering. Expressions of remorse and guilt demonstrate emotional suffering on 
the part of a transgressor and act as a version of mental compensation after a 
transgression has been perpetrated. This expression of penitence serves as a form of self-
castigation that makes additional penalties superfluous. Second, apologies communicate 
the resolution to avoid similar future behavior. That is, apologies communicate the 
ephemeral qualities of a transgression and make it clear that the future possibility of a 
similar event is highly unlikely. The first two components of an apology make possible 
the communication of the third component which is the acknowledgment that a set of 
rules/norms that has been broken. After a transgression has occurred, an offending 
individual is placed in a predicament insofar as he has operated outside of (or violated) 
the rules of social engagement. Therefore, after a transgression, people often feel better 
knowing that the transgressor understands the rule in question, understands that the rule 
has been broken, and promises not to break the rule again.   
By communicating these three components, apologies align actors with the 
collective goals of others in an attempt to restore harmony to the social relations of a 
community or relationship. And, as long as an actor is perceived as being sincere in his 
apology, those receiving the apologies are likely to reduce punishment for – or even 
refrain from punishing – the transgressor (Schlenker, 1980).   
ORGANIZATIONAL INVESTIGATIONS  
The communicative messages organizations use to placate unsatisfied customers 
are similar to those used to explain interpersonal transgressions. That is, in social 
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situations people use explanations to diminish the consequences of negative outcomes 
and protect their self-images. And, according to Conlon & Murray (1996), organizations 
that receive complaints are in a similar position of having to protect their self-images and 
are therefore likely to employ a comparable set of tactics to defend their reputations. That 
is why it is no surprise that when organizations provide explanations to consumers for 
failures their messages include communication components similar to those found in the 
interpersonal literature regarding impression management. What follows in an 
examination of the literature investigating excuses, justifications, and apologies and their 
impact on consumer satisfaction following organizational failures. 
Excuses and Justifications  
In consumer-oriented contexts excuses and justifications have typically been 
studied in tandem to investigate their relative effectiveness as organizational remediation 
tactics. Therefore, the subsequent section encompasses both types of explanations instead 
of reporting their findings singularly. What follows is an examination of the literature 
focusing on the effectiveness of consumer-oriented excuses versus justifications. 
Although there is a substantial amount of research documenting the effect of excuses and 
justifications in organizational settings, there are far fewer examinations of these specific 
explanations in a consumer-oriented context. 
As was mentioned, investigations of customer complaining behavior typically 
examine excuses in relation to justifications to determine their relative effectiveness in 
mollifying individuals following an organizational failure. Results from these 
investigations generally point to the notion that justifications are the superior remediation 
tactic. For example, in a study of excuses and justifications (originally labeled as “linkage 
excuses” and “valence excuses”) Hill and Baer (1994) asked subjects to respond to a 
hypothetical scenario involving an automobile repair interaction gone wrong. The 
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researchers asked subjects to consider a scenario where they took their car to an 
automobile dealership for service and were then told to imagine that, after paying for 
labor and replacement parts, they discovered that the work did not fix the problem.  
Instead, subjects were told to imagine that the work fixed an unrelated issue with the car 
and they would have to pay additional fees if they still wanted the original problem to be 
fixed. Subjects were instructed to imagine that they filed a complaint about having to pay 
for work that was not authorized and were then exposed to one of several hypothetical 
responses. These responses were categorized as either excuses (e.g., “The repairs 
conducted on your car were recommended to be replaced by the car manufacturer. We 
were only following guidelines”) or justifications (e.g., “We have a practice of replacing 
worn parts before they fail. This is good preventative maintenance that helps avoid more 
costly repairs in the future”). Hill and Baer looked at the effects of these organizational 
explanations on subjects’ perceptions of organizational harm, blame, and the 
acceptability of the response and found that justifications were superior to excuses in 
reducing perceived levels of harm and blame created by an organization. The researchers 
argued that this was the case because subjects saw justifications as a more acceptable 
form of recovery than excuses.   
Another study found justifications superior to excuses as well.  In an examination 
of organizational responses to complaint letters, Conlon and Murray (1996) found that 
consumer satisfaction with company accounts for product failures was higher for 
justifications than it was for excuses. Conlon and Murray conducted a field stimulation 
asking people who had experienced genuine dissatisfaction with an organization to write 
complaint letters to their respective companies. After receiving responses from 
organizations, the researchers compared the impact of organizational excuses (responses 
that denied responsibility for a negative outcome) to justifications (responses that 
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accepted responsibility but attempted to diminish the negativity of an outcome) on 
subjects’ perceptions of their organizations’ explanations and reputations. Results 
indicated that, compared to excuses, receiving justifications from organizations produced 
more favorable reactions in consumers including: greater satisfaction with the 
explanation and being more likely to do future business with the organization. Conlon 
and Murray maintain that the acceptance of responsibility inherent in justifications played 
a vital role in creating these favorable impressions for organizations.  
Finally, although Boshoff and Leong (1998) did not specifically study excuses 
and justifications, the results of their study on explanations for lost airline luggage and 
banking errors also reveal that accepting responsibility is an important part of 
organizational remediation efforts. In their study Boshoff and Leong asked subjects to 
respond to one of two hypothetical scenarios. In one scenario, subjects were told to 
imagine a situation where an airline lost their luggage and either claimed responsibility 
for the event (“We are to blame”), blamed subjects for the event (“You are to blame as 
you did not label your luggage”), or blamed a third party for the event (“Airport staff 
over whom we do not have control misplaced your luggage”). A similar set of 
responsibility claims and denials were created for the hypothetical banking scenario 
asking subjects to imagine receiving an erroneous bank statement that, if not corrected, 
would lead to considerable financial loss. Boshoff and Leong examined the impact of 
accepting responsibility on subjects’ level of satisfaction with an organization’s recovery 
efforts and found that explanations that took responsibility for mistakes were preferred 
over explanations that placed blame for the situation on either the customers or third 
parties. These results were interpreted as indicating that, in consumer-oriented contexts, 
explanations that take responsibility for an error (i.e., justifications) are preferred over 
excuses. 
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The three studies mentioned above highlight the need for organizational 
explanations to accept responsibility for business failures. Conlon and Murray (1996) 
propose that this may be the case because consumers expect organizations to maintain 
control over the processes of their business. The researchers argue that because 
consumers who file a complaint have already named the problem and blamed the 
company for the problem, they may be skeptical of explanations that attempt to shift 
blame onto another party. According to the authors, the acknowledgment of culpability is 
expected by customers and is therefore the reason why justifications are preferred over 
excuses. Other researchers agree (Boshoff & Leong, 1998; Scher & Darley, 1997; Tax & 
Brown, 1998) and according to Tax and Brown (1998), assessments of fair compensation 
begin “with the firm accepting responsibility for the failure” (p. 80). 
Apologies 
Unlike excuses and justifications, apologies have been studied extensively in the 
consumer complaint literature. Findings indicate that although apologies are not usually 
very effective by themselves, consumers often expect them following an organizational 
failure. What follows is an examination of apologies in consumer-oriented contexts.   
According to Boshoff and Leong (1998), the first step to restoring equity 
following an organizational failure is to apologize. By apologizing, firms express regret 
that consumers have been inconvenienced (Boshoff & Leong, 1998) and many customers 
expect this sort of expression as an acknowledgement that they have been hassled 
(Zemke, 1994; Zemke & Bell, 1990). In fact, apologies are often cited as one of the most 
frequently recalled elements of a positive recovery experience (Zemke, 1994; Zemke & 
Bell, 1990). However, even though it seems obvious that apologies can help an 
organization’s cause following a failure, organizations are typically reluctant to give them 
out. According to Zemke and Bell (1990) apologies are only given approximately 48% of 
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the time following customer complaints. Most scholars assert that companies may not 
want to offer apologies because they fear that may be interpreted as signs of culpability 
instead of signs of sympathy and regret.  
Interestingly, as stand-alone recovery tactics, research has shown that apologies 
are not usually effective. For example, in a study of banking failures Duffy, Miller, and 
Bexley (2006) found that apologies did little to increase consumers’ satisfaction with 
recovery efforts. Additionally, Goodwin and Ross (1990) discovered that although 
apologies increase satisfaction with complaint handling when partnered with tangible 
outcomes, people tend to interpret them as a “sham” if they are not accompanied by 
material compensation. Other studies have found similar results. In an examination of 
service recovery, Lewis and Spyrakopoulos (2001) found that of all the possible 
organizational remediation strategies, apologies had the smallest effect on customer 
satisfaction following a service failure. The authors studied apologies, assistance (just 
getting a customer back to where he started, tangibly speaking), and compensation 
(getting a customer back to where he started plus giving him some sort of value-added 
atonement) in retail banking and found that compared to offering tangible compensation, 
offering only an apology was the least effective method of recovery.  
Additionally, Boshoff (1997) examined apologies alone, apologies plus 
compensation, and apologies plus compensation and atonement on perceived customer 
satisfaction following a service failure on a hypothetical airline flight. Results indicated 
that although apologies led to a significant increase in overall satisfaction when paired 
with the other variables, they fared poorly when employed alone.  In fact, the mean level 
of satisfaction with apologies alone was a mere 0.78 on a 7-point Likert-type scale 
(Boshoff, 1997). In a similar study, Boshoff and Leong (1998) looked at organizational 
responses coupled with employee empowerment to make decisions and organizational 
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attributions of fault for a service failure.  The researchers found that although the addition 
of apologies led to higher levels of perceived fairness and satisfaction with recovery 
efforts, it was the least effective of the three independent variables for achieving 
satisfaction.   
Although research on apologies makes apparent their minimal impact when used 
alone, there is some information regarding variables that affect their usefulness as an 
organizational recovery tactic. For example, though apologies may not work as 
remediation tactics for some attitudes, they may be effective for others. For instance, 
Ruyter and Wetzels (2000) found that apologies had no effect on satisfaction but did 
make a difference in the perceived levels of trust for organizations. In addition, several 
scholars (Mattila & Cranage, 2005; Smith et al., 1999; Wirtz & Mattila, 2004) found that 
apologies positively influence consumers’ perceptions of both interactional justice 
(interactional justice refers to perceptions of honesty, politeness, etc. (Bies & Moag, 
1986)) and distributive justice (Mattila & Cranage, 2005) following an organizational 
failure. Finally, Conlon and Murray (1996) demonstrated that as a recovery tactic, 
offering an apology does have some merit over other alternatives.  In their examination of 
apologies, excuses, and justifications, the researchers found that although apologies alone 
were not as effective as a combination of justifications plus apologies, they were more 
effective than excuses or non-responses. Compared to excuses and non-responses, 
customers who received apologies were more satisfied with an explanation and were 
more likely to do future business with an organization (Conlon & Murray, 1996). 
Though apologies seem to have an effect on consumers’ satisfaction with 
organizational responses, it is clear that this effect is minimal when employed alone.  The 
work of previously mentioned scholars (Boshoff, 1997; Boshoff & Leong, 1998; 
Goodwin & Ross, 1990; Zemke, 1994; Zemke & Bell, 1990) makes an argument for the 
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case that apologies may be a necessary component of the recovery process but not a 
sufficient one.  
Components of Effective Explanations  
Researchers looking at the differences between excuses, justifications, and 
apologies in organizational contexts have typically examined the differences between the 
explanation types with respect to the role of responsibility attribution. However, Hareli 
(2005) claims that an explanation’s type plays no role in determining its effectiveness. 
Instead, the researcher argues, “an account’s effectiveness is mostly determined by the 
consideration of its specific content… in light of the circumstances at hand” (p. 360). 
Hareli claims that the popular approach of investigating one type of explanation as it 
compares to another (i.e., justifications versus excuses) is misguided as no specific type 
of explanation should be superior to another based simply on its form. Hareli argues that 
while justifications will work better to appease unsatisfied customers than excuses in 
some situations, in other situations excuses will work better. For example, although 
consumer investigations have found the admission of responsibility to be important, it is 
difficult to say that an airline that takes responsibility for failures all the time (even for 
weather delayed flights) will be viewed more positively than an airline that can 
communicate various mitigating circumstances. Moreover, although an excuse may be 
the superior explanation in the above-mentioned example, if blame is certain (e.g., if a 
passenger is confident that an airline is responsible for a delay) it makes sense that an 
apology will be more effective than an excuse that denies responsibility. Hareli states that 
without considering the circumstances of a situation it is difficult to predict what type of 
explanation will be regarded as superior.  
Hareli (2005) suggests that instead of their type, the general effectiveness of 
explanations is based on the extent to which they are “convincing and cogent versus 
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unconvincing and specious” (p. 367). Stated another way, Hareli argues that the 
effectiveness of explanations lies in their perceived believability and appropriateness. 
Believability measures the extent to which an account is trusted, or at least is not 
suspected as containing a lie. According to Hareli, the truth-value of an explanation is a 
function of the extent to which the “account stands in accord with facts known to the 
observer” (p. 367). Appropriateness measures the “extent to which the content of the 
account describes an action that matches what is perceived by the observer as acceptable, 
given the circumstances” (p. 367); a person’s view of appropriateness is shaped by his 
experience, norms, and social prescriptions. Hareli suggests that an explanation’s 
believability and appropriateness are the major criteria defining explanation adequacy 
and subsequent effectiveness.   
Other researchers agree with Hareli. For example, in his description of 
explanations, Schlenker (1980) states that the underlying effectiveness of explanations is 
a function of criteria similar to those espoused above. Like Hareli, Schlenker also 
suggests that – opposed to their form – the effectiveness of explanations is a function of 
their fit with the circumstances. More specifically, Schlenker argues that by taking into 
consideration the situation and audience involved in a transgression, researchers should 
find that effective explanations are a function of their plausibility. That is, the degree to 
which explanations are effective rests on how they compare to commonly accepted 
beliefs. Schlenker argues that the facts that are known about a situation (their 
believability) and the prevailing ideas an audience has as a group (the basis for Hareli’s 
notion of appropriateness) combine to create effective explanations.  
Similarly, Scott and Lyman (1968) suggest that an account will not be honored 
unless it is considered legitimate and reasonable. Scott and Lyman’s (1968) idea of 
reasonableness is similar to Hareli’s (2005) notion of believability. That is, their idea of 
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reasonableness is reflected in accounts that reference what people know to be true. 
Moreover, the researchers’ notions of illegitimate accounts are similar to Hareli’s (2005) 
notion of appropriateness. For example, although accidentally allowing a turtle to drown 
may be forgiven and the claim of an accident seen as appropriate in this circumstance, the 
authors argue that same claim for accidentally allowing a baby to drown would not be 
considered legitimate (appropriate) and would therefore not lead to forgiveness (Scott & 
Lyman, 1968).  
Importantly, none of the researchers mentioned above (Hareli, 2005; Schlenker, 
1980; Scott & Lyman, 1968) have tested their predictions. Instead, all that has been 
offered is a theoretical perspective on account effectiveness. However, researchers 
investigating organizational explanations outside of consumer contexts (e.g., superior-
subordinate relationships, selection interviews, organizational policy changes) have 
attempted to discover the underlying components that make some explanations superior 
to others and their findings support the suggestions provided above. For example, 
researchers investigating organizational explanations have found that when explanations 
are given for predicaments, those that are perceived as adequate reduce negative 
perceptions of an offending party better than those that are perceived as inadequate. For 
instance, Bies, Shapiro, and Cummings (1988) found that when compared to inadequate 
excuses, excuses that were judged as adequate were more likely to diminish subjects’ 
feelings of anger, procedural injustice, disapproval of the offending party, and continued 
complaining following an organizational predicament. Similarly, Bobocel and Farrell 
(1996) measured the adequacy of justifications in a hiring scenario and found that when 
males were exposed to a potentially unfair decision to hire a female, they considered a 
justification mentioning past discrimination against women (leading to the need to hire 
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more women) more adequate, and therefore more fair, than a justification mentioning 
that hiring a woman would lead to an increase in overall organizational effectiveness.  
Although the research presented above suggests that adequate explanations are 
superior to inadequate explanations for creating satisfaction, it is important to articulate 
what components of explanations determine adequacy in the first place. Interestingly, 
scholars investigating organizational explanations have discovered that adequate 
explanations are a function of components that closely resemble Hareli’s ideas of 
believability and appropriateness. For example, Shapiro, Buttner, and Barry (1994) found 
that the more reasonable an explanation, the more subjects perceived it to be adequate. 
Additionally, Greenberg (1990) suggests that explanations are deemed adequate as a 
function of their logic and sincerity. Logical explanations are explanations that are 
consistent with the circumstances surrounding a situation. This notion is similar to 
Hareli’s definition of appropriateness. Sincere explanations are explanations that are 
perceived as honest and free of manipulative intent (Greenberg, 1990). As should be 
clear, sincerity closely resembles Hareli’s notion of believability.  
The research reported above makes a case for the influence of believability and 
appropriateness on explanation effectiveness. Given the theoretical work done on 
explanations as well as the empirical work done within organizations, I hypothesize that 
effective consumer-based organizational remediation strategies will incorporate these two 
components.  
In addition to believability and appropriateness, there may be another component 
of explanations that influences their effectiveness in consumer-based contexts. This 
component is consideration and refers to the notion of organizations both acknowledging 
and showing understanding for customers’ negative circumstances. This prediction is 
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born from the literature on consumer perceptions of justice following organizational 
failures. 
When organizational failures occur there are negative effects on consumers’ 
perceptions of fairness (sometimes called justice in the literature). And, when 
organizations attempt to resolve a complaint, consumers often judge organizational 
recovery efforts on this same criterion (Hoffman & Kelley, 2000; Smith et al., 1999; Tax 
et al., 1998). According to several researchers, consumers assess organizational responses 
on three dimensions of fairness. These dimensions include: the outcome of the response 
(outcome fairness), the procedures used to respond to the complaint (procedural fairness), 
and the interpersonal behaviors involved in the response (interactional fairness) (Tax & 
Brown, 1998). Recently, a fourth dimension has been presented. This dimension splits 
interactional fairness into both interpersonal and informational fairness. Several 
researchers (Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001; Mattila & 
Cranage, 2005) have demonstrated that the four dimensions reflect a better 
conceptualization of fairness than the three-factor model. Interpersonal fairness, refers to 
the interpersonal treatment a person receives as organizational procedures are enacted 
(Bies & Moag, 1986). Informational fairness taps into the perceived adequacy of 
explanations for service failures and the perceived honesty of those explanations 
(Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001; Mattila & Cranage, 2005). Informational fairness 
has already been discussed in relation to its impact on explanation effectiveness, however 
interpersonal fairness is similar to the notion of consideration and its impact on effective 
service recovery requires explanation.  
Several researchers have found support for the importance of interpersonal 
fairness in organizational recovery efforts. For example, Boshoff and Staude (2003) 
found that the way organizations communicate with consumers has a significant impact 
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on organizational recovery efforts. In fact, the researchers found that Boshoff’s (1999) 
dimension of communication – defined as communication style (both verbal and 
nonverbal) including liking, helpfulness, similarity, or understanding – was the most 
important dimension of recovery following an organizational failure. Similarly, Johnston 
and Mehra (2002) propose that in order to have a successful recovery, organizations need 
to communicate with “a human touch.” They define this behavior as ensuring that the 
complaint process is seen as genuine and caring rather than routine and impersonal.  
Other scholars agree, for example Goodman, Malech, and Boyd (1987) suggest that 
apologies are effective insofar as they indicate that companies take a problem seriously 
and will give it attention. This type of message communicates to complainants that their 
situation is being given full consideration and that their predicament is of concern for an 
organization. Moreover, Martin and Smart (1994) found that complaining customers were 
more satisfied with courteous and interested communicators than discourteous and 
uninterested communicators.  
Davidow (2000) also suggests that the interpersonal component of organizational 
responses is important for pacifying dissatisfied consumers. His label for this component 
is attentiveness and is defined as the respect, courtesy, empathy, and willingness to listen 
shown to a consumer. In a test of organizational responses to failures, Davidow showed 
that the notion of attentiveness was the most influential variable affecting consumer 
satisfaction, word-of-mouth behaviors, and intention to repurchase following an 
organizational failure (compared to timeliness, facilitation, redress, apology, and 
credibility). According to Davidow, these results indicate that the interpersonal treatment 
of consumers has the strongest impact on repurchase intentions. This conclusion makes 
sense in reference to Zemke’s (1994) finding that following an organizational failure, 
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customers expect to be treated “in a way that suggests the company cares about the 
problem, about fixing the problem, and about the customer’s inconvenience” (p. 17).  
From an examination of the studies presented above it is apparent that they have 
one underlying theme. Each of the investigations mentioned reference the notions of both 
acknowledging the inconvenience of organizational failures and showing understanding 
for customers’ predicaments. The notions of acknowledgment and understanding 
manifest themselves in the level of consideration organizations show towards consumers 
in response to a complaint. Therefore, in addition to believability and appropriateness, I 
hypothesize that consideration will also differentiate effective explanations from 
ineffective explanations following an organizational failure. 
Dependent Variables 
To measure the impact of the components of effective explanations mentioned 
above I assessed their associations with the following outcome constructs: 1) intent to do 
business with a firm in the future, 2) perceived credibility of an organization, 3) 
satisfaction with an organizational response, 4) perceived negativity of a failure, and 5) 
perceived company control over the failure. These constructs have been used as 
dependent variables in a similar study (Baer & Hill, 1994) and were chosen from a 
review of the excuse making literature as applied to the context of consumer complaint 
behavior.  
First, researchers have frequently examined behavioral intentions (Greenberg, 
1994) including the likelihood of doing future business with a company (e.g., Blodgett et 
al., 1997; Conlon & Murray, 1996; Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996), customers’ 
willingness to recommend a product or service to someone else (Reichheld, 2003; 
Zeithaml et al., 1996), and positive word of mouth behaviors (Zeithaml et al., 1996) and 
have found them to be good indicators of consumers’ feelings towards an organization. 
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Behavioral intentions were measured in the current investigation because they indicate 
plans for future interaction with a specific offending party and have been previously tied 
to brand loyalty and loss of revenue for an organization (Reichheld, 2003).  
Because explanations function as impression management tactics (Schlenker, 
1980), a good measure of their utility is the impression companies leave on consumers 
following an organizational failure. Since businesses spend a great deal of time and 
resources creating favorable identities, it makes sense that they would attempt to maintain 
these identities when faced with events that threaten them (Schlenker, 1980). Therefore, 
when events reflect negatively on the character of an organization that organization is 
likely to employ impression management tactics to defend its reputation. Thus, the index 
of credibility was used as a global measure of the esteem in which a company is held in 
customers’ minds.  
Another common dependent variable in the consumer complaint research is 
satisfaction (Folkes, 1984). The reason I wanted to measure satisfaction is because this 
variable (and its opposite: dissatisfaction) has been linked to a variety of important 
organizational outcomes. For example, customer satisfaction has been linked to brand 
loyalty, repeat sales, and positive word of mouth behaviors (Bearden & Teel, 1983). On 
the other hand, customer dissatisfaction has been shown to reduce loyalty towards, and 
diminish the reputation of, an organization (Levesque & McDougall, 2000).  
Outcome severity has also been examined in the literature on consumer 
complaining behavior and organizational remediation. (Dunning, Pecotich, & O’Cass, 
2004). This information relates to justifications insofar as this type of explanation has the 
potential to reduce the perceived negativity of an event (Schlenker, 1980). Therefore, the 
ability of organizational explanations to reduce the severity of a negative event was also 
measured. 
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Finally, company control has been studied in relation to organizational 
explanations (Baer & Hill, 1994). This type of information is useful in determining the 
effectiveness of different explanations. For example, excuses are considered effective 
insofar as they reduce a person’s perceived blame. Therefore, the ability of organizational 
explanations to reduce the blame assigned for the organizational failure was measured. 
HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Believability, appropriateness, and consideration were hypothesized to be the 
underlying components consumers use to determine explanation effectiveness following 
an organizational failure. Specifically, I hypothesized that messages including these 
factors would lead to greater consumer satisfaction following communicative remediation 
tactics than messages that did not include these factors.  
In addition, investigations of consumer reactions to organizational explanations 
have shown that justifications and apologies are superior to excuses because they take 
responsibility for a predicament (Boshoff & Leong, 1998; Conlon & Murray, 1996; Hill 
& Baer, 1994). Therefore I hypothesized that responsibility would also influence the 
effectiveness of organizational explanations for a failure. 
Because researchers posit that the notions of believability and appropriateness 
influence people’s perceptions of explanations (Hareli, 2005; Schlenker, 1980; Scott & 
Lyman, 1968) I measured the influence of these variables on organizational remediation 
efforts. In addition to believability and appropriateness I also examined the impact of 
consideration and responsibility on organizational remediation efforts. In particular, I 
measured the impact of believability, appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility 
on subjects’ future intent to do business with a company, perceived credibility of an 
organization, satisfaction with an organizational response, perceived negativity of a 
failure, and perceived company control over a failure. 
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H1: Subjects’ scores on the measure of explanation believability will be positively 
associated with their scores on measures of future intent to do business with an 
organization, perceived credibility of an organization, and satisfaction with an 
organizational response. Subjects’ scores on the measure of explanation believability will 
be negatively related to their scores on measures of perceived negativity of a failure and 
perceived company control over a failure. 
H2: Subjects’ scores on the measure of explanation appropriateness will be 
positively associated with their scores on measures of future intent to do business with an 
organization, perceived credibility of an organization, and satisfaction with an 
organizational response. Subjects’ scores on the measure of explanation appropriateness 
will be negatively related to their scores on measures of perceived negativity of a failure 
and perceived company control over a failure. 
H3: Subjects’ scores on the measure of explanation consideration will be 
positively with their scores on measures of future intent to do business with an 
organization, perceived credibility of an organization, and satisfaction with an 
organizational response. Subjects’ scores on the measure of explanation consideration 
will be negatively related to their scores on measures of perceived negativity of a failure 
and perceived company control over a failure. 
H4: Subjects’ scores on the measure of responsibility will be positively associated 
with their scores on measures of future intent to do business with an organization, 
perceived credibility of an organization, satisfaction with an organizational response and 
perceived company control over a failure. Subjects’ scores on the measure of 
responsibility will be negatively related to their scores on measures of the perceived 
negativity of a failure. 
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In the beginning of this paper I mentioned that organizational failures fall into two 
categories: outcome and procedural (Bitner et al., 1990; Keaveney, 1995). Again, 
outcome failures represent failures in an organization’s core service whereas procedural 
failures reference failures in the way an organization delivers its services. Many 
investigations of consumer-based organizational explanations examine failures without 
differentiating between, or manipulating, the two types. Although a few researchers have 
roughly studied this notion (e.g., Gilly & Gelb, 1982 – monetary versus non-monetary 
losses; Mattila, 2001 – hairstyling versus restaurant and dry cleaning services), the 
literature on organizational recovery would benefit from more research in this area. 
Specifically, it is important to understand how organizational explanations work to 
alleviate consumer dissatisfaction in situations involving both outcome- and process-
based failures. 
In this dissertation, process failures will be categorized as service-based failures 
and outcome failures will be categorized as product-based failures. Four characteristics 
distinguish the two (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, & Berry, 1985): intangibility, services are 
performances that cannot be possessed - products can be felt, tasted, and touched; 
inseperability, the production of services cannot be separated from their consumption - 
products are first produced, then sold, then consumed; heterogeneity, service quality and 
consistency are subject to variability because they are delivered by people and human 
behavior is difficult to control - products can be produced in a relatively consistent 
manner; and perishability, services cannot be stored for future use - products can be 
stored for future use.  
Research shows that these four characteristics influence marketing techniques 
(Zeithaml et al., 1985) and television advertisements (Zinkhan, Johnson, & Zinkhan, 
1992) such that service-based organizations attempt to sell their deliverables differently 
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than do product-based organizations. This research essentially suggests that organizations 
treat consumers and business operations differently for service- and product-based 
deliverables. Because this is the case it makes sense that the different types of 
organizations might approach complaint remediation in different ways as well. 
In their paper, Zeithaml et al. (1985) discuss a variety of issues that demand 
consideration when service- and product-based companies market their services. Three of 
these issues also seem particularly important to keep in mind when responding to failures 
as well. First, the authors state that it is difficult for companies to put a price on services. 
Relative to products, the authors argue, tangible materials are less likely to be consumed 
during the production of services. Therefore, it is harder to associate services with a firm, 
objective value. The same is true for service failures. Once a service failure occurs, it 
may be hard for individuals to put a value on the predicament. For example, if a 
landscaping company does a poor job in the delivery of their service how should a person 
reimbursed (Nothing at all? For the total cost? For a part of the cost? If so, how much?)? 
The value of the failure is difficult to determine in an objective sense and dealing with 
this issue might pose problems for service-based organizations. This problem becomes 
even more difficult to handle when the service failure is related to a product offering. For 
example, when waiters are rude or when retail employees are unhelpful the value of the 
service failure may become even more difficult to measure.   
 Second, services are often difficult to examine after they have been performed. 
Some exceptions include services that result in a physical product (e.g., haircutting) or 
services that are recorded (e.g., a videotaped seminar). Since most services cannot be 
examined after they have been performed, complaints about service failures may be more 
difficult to verify than complaints about product failures. Complaints about service 
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failures can become a matter of hearsay and dealing with these issues may pose problems 
for service-based organizations.  
Third, and related to the second idea, is the notion that consumers are tied to the 
delivery process in a special way for services. Unlike products – which are typically 
produced, then purchased, then consumed – people consuming services are often present 
and interactive in the production of services. That being said, service failures are liable to 
be more easily influenced by peoples’ perceptions of that process than are products. For 
example, a product may work like it is supposed to or not, but when a retail employee is 
having a bad day what is considered rude behavior to one customer might not be 
considered rude to the next. In addition, due to the personal nature of being a part of the 
production of the deliverable, people may take service failures more personally than they 
would product failures. That is, people may not perceive a broken cell-phone as being as 
much of a personal affront than they would a rude waiter. Organizations dealing with 
services failures may therefore have these added aspects of interaction to negotiate. For 
these reasons I propose the following research question: 
R1: Do the components of effective explanations affect the dependent variables 
differently for organizational failures involving outcome- and process-based complaints? 
Additionally, several researchers argue that the provision of tangible rewards has 
the ability to affect organizational recovery efforts. For example, Tax et al. (1998) 
suggest that one of the most important factors consumers consider when evaluating 
organizational remediation tactics is the fairness of the distributive outcomes. Tax et al. 
state that distributive outcomes are based on equity relevant to complainants’ situations 
and, after organizations have failed consumers, consumers expect to be compensated for 
their losses. The authors note that several service quality leaders (companies that are 
committed to excellent customer service) know this and are concerned about providing 
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appropriate compensation to consumers following a failure episode. In support of this 
notion, Wirtz and Matilla (2004) found that providing tangible compensation for a failure 
can help organizations in their recovery efforts. Their study showed that if an 
organization’s service recovery effort was mediocre, adding compensation to the 
remediation attempt could make up for minor shortfalls. Conlon and Murray (1996) also 
suggest that one of the major ways companies can enhance their positive perceptions 
following a failure is through the provision of tangible compensation. The authors note 
that companies can use tangible compensation as both an economic and a symbolic 
investment into their relationships with consumers. Moreover, the authors state that the 
provision of tangible compensation leads to increased positive affect and increased 
positive perceptions of organizational responses for consumers. 
In addition to their independent impact on consumer evaluations of organizational 
recovery efforts, tangible compensation can help increase the effectiveness of other 
remediation efforts by as well. For example, Goodwin and Ross (1992) showed that when 
compensation (compensation came in the form of discounts or gifts) was used in 
organizational recovery efforts subjects’ perceptions of fairness and satisfaction increased 
when subjects were given the chance to voice their opinions and with the provision of 
apologies by organizations. On the other hand, when no compensation was given, voice 
and apology had a lesser effect on subjects’ perceptions of fairness and satisfaction. 
Additionally, Conlon and Murray (1996) found that receiving coupons led to greater 
satisfaction with an organizational explanation and a greater willingness to do business 
with a company in the future.  
Because tangible rewards have been demonstrated to affect consumers’ 
perceptions of organizations and organizations’ explanations in previous investigations, 
the current study also investigates their impact on organizational remediation. 
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Specifically, this dissertation examines whether the provision of tangible compensation 
influences consumers’ perceptions of organizational communication (believability, 
appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility) and consumers’ perceptions of the 
organizations themselves (future intent to do business with an organization, perceptions 
of company credibility, satisfaction with an organizational response, perceptions of 
negativity with a failure episode, and perceived company control over a failure) 
following a complaint and subsequent remediation attempt. For these reasons I propose 
the following research question: 
R2: Does the provision of tangible rewards affect consumers’ evaluations of the 
independent and the dependent variables? 
A third research question sought to determine the impact of the various 
explanation types above and beyond their influence on the independent variables. 
Previous scholars have concluded that the form of explanations determine their 
effectiveness in organizational remediation attempts. That is, researchers (e.g., Boshoff & 
Leong, 1998; Conlon & Murray, 1996; Hill & Baer, 1994) have conducted studies 
examining the differences between excuses, justifications, and apologies to measure their 
impact on organizational responses to service and product failures. In these studies the 
authors typically imply that the form of organizational explanations impacts their 
effectiveness in organizational recovery efforts.  
Other scholars assert that an explanation’s type plays no role in determining its 
effectiveness. Instead, researchers such as Hareli (2005), Schlenker (1980), and Scott and 
Lyman (1968) suggest that certain communicative components embodied in explanations 
function to make them effective. These authors hypothesize that the components of 
believability and appropriateness are the reasons why certain explanations are effective 
and others are not. From a review of the literature two other components were identified 
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(consideration and responsibility) and were also hypothesized to underlie effective 
explanations. The research question presented below seeks to determine which school of 
thought is correct.  
R3: Do explanations affect organizational responses to complaining consumers 
based on their form, and/or do explanations affect organizational responses due to their 







In this chapter I discuss the methodology used to gather data for this dissertation. 
The chapter is divided into two sections. The first section (stage one) discusses the 
methods used to create the letters sent to organizations. This section also covers the 
methods used to recruit subjects and provides information regarding the directions given 
to them. The second section (stage 2) details the steps taken to gather data from subjects 
and their letters after correspondences were received from their respective organizations. 
Methodology and Procedure 
STAGE 1 
In the first stage, I recruited subjects to write complaint letters to companies of 
their choice. Similar to other studies that measured the reactions organizations have to 
real complaints (e.g., Baer & Hill, 1994; Conlon & Murray, 1996), the current 
dissertation employed a field stimulation as its method of inquiry.  Field stimulations are 
a form of structured observation that allow researchers to unobtrusively examine 
scenarios with subjects participating in tasks as they might without researcher 
involvement. In the case of this dissertation, I used a field stimulation that prompted 
subjects to write letters to companies regarding genuine complaints they had with 
services or products.  
I recruited subjects from a departmental participant pool that grants researchers 
access to undergraduates for the purposes of data collection. I used the participant pool to 
contact several instructors who gave me permission to go to their classes to pitch the 
study to students. Students who participated were offered extra credit for their efforts. A 
total of 274 students volunteered to take part in the study and were used in the data 
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analysis. The students had a mean age of 20 (Mdn=19, SD=3), the sample was comprised 
of 93 males and 181 females.   
I asked students who decided to participate to think of a recent experience where 
they were dissatisfied with an organization’s service or product. I then asked them to 
write a complaint letter to the organization communicating their dissatisfaction. Similar 
to other field stimulations (e.g., Baer & Hill, 1994) subjects were told to include in the 
letter: 1) the brand name of the service or product, 2) when and where they purchased the 
service or product, and 3) the reason for their dissatisfaction. Before subjects turned in 
their complaint letters I told them to mark the return address of the envelopes to my 
residence. After subjects wrote the letters and put them in addressed envelopes, I paid for 
postage and sent all the letters to their respective destinations on the same day. I 
personally sent all the letters on the same day to ensure coding accuracy for the time 
taken to receive responses and that the recorded number of letters sent was accurate.  
In addition, I used a questionnaire to gather some initial information from subjects 
(see Appendix: Questionnaire I). This information included demographic information 
(sex and age), information regarding the complaint (monetary value of the 
service/product and name of the company), information regarding the nature of the 
complaint (service or product), and information about subjects’ level of involvement with 
their respective organizational failures at the time they wrote their complaint letters. This 
last measurement allowed me to identify, to some degree, the personal relevance and 
importance of the failure episode to subjects. Knowing this information helped me to 
discern whether the importance of organizational failures impacted subsequent 
remediation tactics. 
Finally, I had subjects turn in copies of their letters to me. I used these letters to 
ensure that subjects wrote appropriate complaint letters and to verify the content of the 
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communication sent to subjects’ respective organizations. While examining these letters 
it became apparent that the content of subjects’ correspondences varied somewhat; while 
some subjects included only the minimum requirements for the assignment, others 
created documents that ran a few pages long communicating, in great detail, about a 
specific failure episode.  
Involvement 
Although the construct of involvement has been investigated extensively in the 
marketing and consumer behavior literature, research regarding its place in consumer 
satisfaction following an organizational failure is somewhat lacking. Despite seminal 
research endeavors in consumer behavior having produced important indices of 
involvement (e.g., Laurent & Kapferer, 1985; Zaichkowsky, 1994), these measurements 
did little to inform the current study because they do not typically involve organizational 
failures.  
While it is true that previous measures of involvement can tell us whether 
individuals hold a service or product in high regard, this information is only tangentially 
related to involvement with a failure episode. That is, the personal relevance of an 
organization’s service or product may not be the best predictor of the personal relevance 
of an organizational failure. Because scholars typically define involvement with a service 
or product as the level of importance and relevance of a service or product to an 
individual, it only makes sense that a measure of involvement with an organizational 
failure determines the personal relevance and importance of a failure episode to an 
individual.  
Most studies of consumer involvement with organizational failures use simple 
measures such as product price (e.g., Baer & Hill, 1994; Conlon & Murray, 1996; 
Dunning, Pecotich, & O’Cass, 2004), initial level of dissatisfaction (e.g., Lewis & 
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Spyrakopoulos, 2001), or perceived harm (e.g., Hill & Baer, 1994) to measure 
involvement. Still, some researchers do not measure initial involvement at all (e.g., 
Boshoff & Leong, 1998). Therefore, because no scale of personal involvement with a 
failure episode exists, one was created for the current study.   
Based on the previous work of Zaichkowsky (1994), a discussion of what makes 
consumers likely to complain (Best & Andreasen, 1977), and several interviews with 
sales representatives, business owners, and consumers, the items listed below were 
selected to create the scale of involvement with organizational failures. Participants’ 
responses to each item could range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  
- How much does this organizational failure mean to you? 
- How angry are you about the organizational failure? 
- How important is the organizational failure to you? 
- How upset does the organizational failure make you? 
- How costly is the organizational failure to you? 
Before subjects were exposed to the questionnaire, the term failure was defined 
by asking subjects to think of a time when a company has recently failed to provide an 
adequate service or product. Subjects were instructed to consider these situations to be 
“organizational failures.”  
To test the goodness of fit for the involvement index I conducted a confirmatory 
factor analysis using AMOS, maximum likelihood was used to estimate this model. A 
model with all five items of involvement proved to be a poor fit. Modification indices 
indicated that the third item (How important is the organizational failure to you?) shared 
variance with several of the other questions. This question was subsequently dropped. I 
ran a second confirmatory factor analysis using the remaining four variables to test the 
new model. The chi square statistic suggested that the data fit the modified model well 
 51 
(X2=3.15, df=2, p=.21) and additional fit indices indicated the same (RMSEA=.07; 
CFI=.97).  A model of the index is presented in Table 1.  
 
Table 1 
Involvement Index (CFA) 
Item              Factor   Loading 
 
How much does this organizational failure mean to you?    .70 
 
How angry are you about the organizational failure?     .90 
 
How upset does the organizational failure make you?     .92 
 
How costly is the organizational failure to you?     .54 
STAGE 2 
Once the organizations sent letters back to individuals, I contacted subjects and 
told them that their organizations responded to their complaints. Because Conlon and 
Murray (1996) found that organizational response latency had a significant impact on 
consumer satisfaction with an explanation, I contacted subjects the day their letters were 
received. In most cases I met with subjects no more than three business days after 
receiving their organizational responses. Response time was coded as the number of days 
it took to receive a response (beginning with the day the complaint letter was sent out and 
ending the day I received the letter). Furthermore, Conlon and Murray (1996) found that 
consumers reacted differently to organizational responses to complaint letters when they 
received tangible rewards (which mainly came in the form of coupons) compared to 
when they did not receive tangible rewards – responses that included coupons resulted in 
greater satisfaction with an explanation and more willingness to do future business with a 
company compared to responses that did not include coupons. Therefore, I coded 
organizational responses for the inclusion of tangible rewards.  
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Content Analysis 
In order to determine the impact of the various explanations on consumer 
satisfaction, myself and another graduate student coded the organizational responses for 
their use of excuses, justifications, and apologies. I trained the other coder to code 
explanations that contained information attempting to reduce the responsibility of a 
predicament as excuses.  Examples include references to an external locus of control (an 
event was caused by forces other than the company), a lack of control (no authority, 
ability, or capacity to act otherwise), or a lack of stability. Examples of excuses from the 
organizational responses included statements such as: “Errors such as these are not the 
norm,” and “Your flight was delayed due to Air Traffic Control (ATC) directives that 
were initiated as a result of the inclement weather in Houston.”  
We coded justifications as explanations that included information attempting to 
diminish the negative consequences of a predicament. Examples include references to 
counterfactuals, appeals to ideology, comparisons with others, and amelioration. 
Examples of justifications from the actual organizational letters included statements such 
as: “The prices of our sandwiches are extremely low when compared to other vendors,” 
and (in reference to a delayed airline flight) “No carrier can guarantee a flight schedule.”   
We coded apologies as communication that either admitted fault or expressed 
sympathy. Examples of apologies in the actual correspondences included statements such 
as: “Please accept my apology for what happened to you,” and “I am sorry to hear about 
your unpleasant experience.” 
I examined our individual coding to calculate our inter-coder agreement. Results, 
calculated with Scott’s Pi (Scott, 1955), indicated that we had acceptable agreement rates 
for the different types of explanations (Excuses, .89; Justifications, .79; Apologies, 1.0). 
Following this initial examination, the other coder and I sat down and re-evaluated the 
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letters within which there was disparity. After some discussion we were able to reach an 
agreement as to how to code the explanation types for the letters in question.  
QUESTIONNAIRE 
Independent Variables 
Because I wanted to measure the levels of believability, appropriateness, 
consideration, and responsibility perceived by subjects to be present in each response, I 
asked subjects to fill out a short questionnaire referring to these ideas (see Appendix: 
Questionnaire II). The questionnaire asked subjects to respond to items by choosing 
numbers ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  
Believability  
Items on this measure asked for responses to the following questions: 
(B1) - How truthful is the organization’s explanation? 
(B2) - How deceitful is the organization’s explanation? (Reverse code) 
(B3) - To what extent is the organization lying to you? (Reverse code) 
(B4) - How honest is the organization’s response? 
(B5) - How fraudulent is the explanation provided by the organization? (Reverse  
           code) 
Appropriateness 
Items on the measure of appropriateness asked for responses to the following 
questions: 
(A1) - How acceptable is the organization’s response to you? 
(A2) - How appropriate is the organization’s explanation? 
(A3) - How reasonable is the response you received? 
(A4) - How suitable is the organization’s response in light of the circumstances? 
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(A5) - How much sense does the organizational response make considering your  
            situation? 
Consideration 
Items on this measure asked for responses to the following questions: 
(C1) - How much respect were you shown by the organizational response? 
(C2) - How courteous is the organizational response? 
(C3) - How sympathetic is the organization to your inconvenience? 
(C4) - How polite is the organizational response? 
(C5) - How understanding is the organization of your problem?  
Responsibility 
Items on the measure of responsibility asked for responses to the following 
questions: 
(R1) - Did the organization take ownership of the problem? 
(R2) - To what extent did the organization try to shift the blame? (Reverse code) 
(R3) - To what extent did the organization try to avoid responsibility? (Reverse   
  code) 
(R4) - To what extent did the organization admit to being accountable for the  
  situation? 
(R5) - To what extent did the organization try to make it seem like the incident  
  was not their fault? (Reverse code) 
I conducted a factor analysis to determine the goodness of fit for the items 
measuring the independent variables. An exploratory factor analysis provided me with 
information regarding the level of cross-loading and the level of association with 
variables across factors. For the initial analysis I used SPSS and designated a four-factor 
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solution using principal components analysis with direct oblimin rotation. I chose to use 
this type of rotation because it allows for a wide range of factor inter-correlations while 
simplifying factors by minimizing the cross-products of the loadings.  
 The initial analysis yielded a complex relationship between all 20 predictor 
variables and the four latent variables. I subsequently deleted variables from the analysis 
if they cross-loaded heavily between two factors and/or if they had small correlations 
with their requisite factor. After deleting these variables I ran the analysis again and 
discovered that my new indices provided a much cleaner four-factor solution to the data. 
This solution is provided in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 
Four Factor Solution – Independent Variables (EFA) 
Factors 
   1  2  3  4 
B1         .79 
B4         .88 
 
A3   .80 
A4   .84 
A5   .92 
 
C1       .85 
C2       .90 
C4       .98 
 
R2     .82 
R3     .79 
R5     .85 
Note: B= Believability; A= Appropriateness; C= Consideration; R= Responsibility 
Next, I ran a confirmatory factor analysis of the items listed in Table 2 in AMOS 
to detect the goodness of fit of the four-factor solution. The data indicated that the new 
parsimonious model fit the predicted model (X2=45.56, df=36, p=.13; RMSEA<.05; 
CFI=.99) with all items loading on their respective factors at an appropriate level of 
significance (p<.01).  
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The analyses presented in Chapter 3 are calculated using the indices indicated by 
the items in Table 2. The correlation coefficient of the believability index is .64. The 
alpha reliability of the appropriateness index is .90. The index of consideration has an 
alpha reliability of .91. Finally, the index of responsibility has an alpha reliability of .81. 
As might be expected, the independent variables were all positively associated 
with each other. Note, however, that these associations are moderate indicating that 
although the hypothesized components of effective explanations are related to one 
another, they are not redundant. The correlations between the independent variables are 
presented in Table 3. 
 
Table 3 
Associations Between Independent Variables 
   1.Believable 2.Appropriate 3.Considerate  
2. r         .63 
    p<         .01 
    n         131 
   
3. r         .49          .58 
    p<         .01          .01 
    n         131          132 
 
4. r         .30          .55        .40 
    p<         .01          .01        .01 
    n         131          132        131 
Note: 4= Responsible 
Dependent Variables 
With the exception of the index of future intent, the indices used to measure the 
dependent variables in the current investigation came mostly from a similar study 
conducted by Baer and Hill (1994). The index of future intent was adapted for this project 
based on a similar scale used by Zeithaml et al. (1996) that measures behavioral 
indicators of loyalty to a company. Additionally, one question on the measure of 
satisfaction was adapted from Bies et al. (1988). The questionnaire asked subjects to 
respond to the items below with choices ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).  
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Future Intent to do Business with an Organization 
Items on the measure of future intent to do business with an organization asked 
for responses to the following questions: 
(F1) - What is the likelihood of you doing more business with this company  
  again? 
(F2) - What is the likelihood that you encourage your friends to do business with  
  this company?  
(F3) - What is the likelihood that you say positive things about this company to  
  others? 
(F4) - What is the likelihood that you consider this company as your first choice  
  when buying a similar product?  
Credibility 
Items on the measure of perceived credibility asked for responses to the following 
questions: 
(C1) - How concerned is this company with quality? 
(C2) - How credible is this company? 
(C3) - How reputable do you think the firm is? 
(C4) - How competent is this company? 
Satisfaction with the Organizational Response  
Items on this measure asked for responses to the following questions (Questions 
one through three are adapted from Baer and Hill, 1994. Question four is adapted from 
Bies et al., 1988.): 
(S1) - How satisfied are you with the company’s response? 
(S2) - How fair with customers is this company? 
 58 
(S3) - Was an adequate explanation offered to you regarding your complaint? 
(S4) - How sufficient was the explanation provided to you?  
Negativity 
Items on the measure of negativity asked for responses to the following questions: 
(N1) - How unpleasant was this experience? 
(N2) - How much harm did you experience? 
Perceived Company Control  
Items on this measure asked for responses to the following questions: 
(P1) - To what extent is the company to blame for the problem? 
(P2) - To what extent was the problem caused by something outside the control of 
  the company? 
(P3) - To what extent is the company responsible for the problem? 
(P4) - To what extent is the problem beyond the company’s control? 
To test the goodness of fit for the dependent variables I conducted a confirmatory 
factor analysis with AMOS using maximum likelihood estimation. The data fit the 
predicted model with all 18 items loading on their respective factors (X2=126.07, df=106, 
p=.09; RMSEA<.05; CFI=.99) at an appropriate significance level (p<.01). The factor 
loadings are available in Table 4. 
The alpha reliability for each index is as follows: future intent to do business with 
a company (a=.94); perceived company credibility (a=.90); satisfaction with the 
organizational response to the complaint (a=.92); negativity (r=.52); and perceived 
company control (a=.72). 
With the exception of perceived company control, the dependent variables were 




Final Factor Loadings for Dependent Variables (CFA) 
Factors 
   1  2  3  4  5 
F1   .83         
F2   .94 
F3   .95 
F4   .81      
 
C1     .87 
C2     .81 
C3     .76 
C4     .72      
 
S1       .86 
S2       .88 
S3       .59 
S4       .73 
 
N1         .63 
N2         .89 
 
P1           .46 
P2           .95 
P3           .42 
P4           .67 
Note: F= Future intent to do business with a company; C= Company credibility; C= Satisfaction with the 




Associations Between Dependent Variables 
   1. Future 2.Credibility 3.Satisfaction    
2. r         .80 
    p<         .01 
    n         129 
   
3. r         .55          .53 
    p<         .01          .01 
    n         129          131 
 
4. r        -.33         -.28                    -.28 
    p<         .01          .01        .01 
    n         130          132        132 




This chapter describes the tests of my hypotheses and research question. First I 
describe the characteristics of the company responses and I then present my hypotheses 
and the findings related to them. Next, I report my findings in reference to the research 
questions. The first research question asked if the components of effective explanations 
affect the dependent variables differently for organizational failures involving service- 
and product-based complaints. The second research question sought to determine if the 
provision of tangible rewards affects consumers’ evaluations of the independent and the 
dependent variables. The third research question asked if explanations affect 
organizational responses to complaining consumers based on their form, and/or if 
explanations affect organizational responses due to their ability to communicate 
believability, appropriateness, consideration, and the acceptance of responsibility. 
After examining my hypotheses and research questions, I describe some 
additional analyses including an examination of the impact of involvement on subjects’ 
perceptions of organizations and their explanations and an examination of the differences 
between the dependent measures for people receiving letters versus those who did not 
receive letters. 1 
                                                
1 Several variables including age, sex, price of original service or product (one subject was an outlier 
– one woman complained about a car worth $26,000 – and was not used in the analysis), and days it 
took for companies to respond, were also measured to determine their relationship with subjects’ 
perceptions of organizations and organizational explanations following a remedial response. I 
conducted correlation analyses to determine if any of the variables just listed were significantly 
associated with any of the independent or dependent variables. Results indicated that none of the 
variables just listed were significantly associated with any of the independent or dependent variables 
for services. However, for the total sample (r(129)=.29, p<.01) and product-based organizations 
(r(61)=.40, p<.01), the more an item cost consumers the more consumers viewed the situation as 
negative. In addition, the longer it took for letters to be received, the less satisfied subjects were with 






Three hundred and seventy-three letters were sent out. Five letters were returned 
by the post office and four subjects were contacted by their organizations by phone (these 
companies had some type of customer profile on record); these respondents were not 
included in the analysis. One hundred and thirty-nine (38%) letters came back from their 
respective organizations within an eight-week (56-day) period. Letters came back in a 
range from between 4 and 49 days (M=18.32, Mdn=16, SD=9.52). The percentage of 
responses in the current investigation is somewhat lower than findings reported in 
previous studies using a similar methodology (e.g., Conlon & Murray, 1996 – 85%; Baer 
& Hill, 1994 – 58%). One hundred and thirty-four subjects came in to read their letters 
and fill out the measures of the independent and dependent variables – five subjects did 
not.  
One hundred and forty subjects who did not receive letters at the end of the 8-
week period also filled out the questionnaire in regards to the dependent variables – 85 
subjects who did not receive letters back from their organizations did not come in to fill 
out the second survey.  
The following analysis only considers those subjects who participated in both 
stages of the study: those who wrote a complaint letter to a company and who also filled 
out a follow up survey (274 subjects in total). Of the 274 letters analyzed, a total of 150 
were complaints about service, 115 were complaints about products, eight were 
complaints about both, and one subject did not provide this information. Prices for the 
services and products associated with the organizational failures ranged anywhere from 
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$0 to $26,000. Organizations that received letters ranged from dining establishments, to 
airline carriers, to clothing retailers. The most frequent recipients of complaint letters 
were dine-in restaurants, followed by high tech manufacturers, and fast food merchants. 
A complete list of the types of organizations receiving letters and the numbers of letters 
sent to those establishments is reported in Table 6. 
HYPOTHESES 
When testing the hypotheses, the sample was composed only of subjects who both 
received letters back from their organizations and filled out the survey of independent 
and dependent variables (n=134). To test the hypotheses I conducted correlation analyses 
examining the relationships between the hypothesized components of effective 
explanations and the dependent variables previously mentioned. I also conducted 
regression analyses to obtain multiple correlations between the independent variables and 
the five dependent variables. Finally, I conducted regression analyses to determine which 
independent variables autonomously predicted subjects’ responses on the dependent 
variables. 
Believability 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that the perceived believability of a company response 
would be positively associated with subjects’ responses on measures of future intent to do 
business with an organization, perceived credibility of an organization, and satisfaction 
with an organizational response. Hypothesis 1 also predicted that subjects’ responses on 
the measure of explanation believability would be inversely related to both their feelings 
about the perceived negativity of a failure and perceived company control over a failure. 
Results indicated that believability was positively and significantly correlated 





Types of Organizations That Received Letters 
 
Type of Organization                  Frequency 
 
Dine in Restaurant              53 
Service                  43 
Product          7 
Both          3 
 
High Tech. Manufacturer                      36  
Service                  3 
Product          30 
Both          2 
Missing Data         1 
 
Fast Food                      32 
Service                  20 
Product          10 
Both          2 
 
Consumer Goods                             26  
Service                  8 
Product          18 
 
Cell Phone                24 
Service                  10 
Product          14 
 
Vacations/Airlines                            18 
Service                  17 
Product          1 
 
Clothing/Accessories               16  
Service                  6 
Product          10 
   
Food and Drug Manufacturers                     15  
Service                  1 
Product          14 
 
Super Stores (e.g., Target/Walmart)                      7 
Service                  2 
Product          5 
 
Consumer Services                 7 




Table 6 (Continued) 
Types of Organizations That Received Letters 
 
Type of Organization                  Frequency 
 
Electronics Stores                        6 
Service                  4 
Product          2 
 
University Offices                5 
(all service related) 
 
Cable/Internet                 5 
(all service related) 
 
Property Management                5 
Service                  4 
Product          1 
 
Public Transportation                4 
(all service related) 
 
Coffee                             3 
Service                  2 
Both          1 
 
Car Dealerships                         3 
Service                  2 
Product          1 
 
Postal Service                 2 
(all service related) 
 
Towing                          1 
(service related) 
 
Other                  6 
Service                  5 
Product          1 
perceptions of company credibility (r(129)=.37, p<.01), and satisfaction with an 
organizational response (r(129)=.66, p<.01). Believability was not significantly 
associated with negativity. Furthermore, as predicted, believability was negatively and 
significantly correlated with perceived company control (r(129)=-.16, p<.05). 
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 The multiple correlation between believability and the dependent variables was 
.67. In the regression, the only variable significantly related to believability was 
satisfaction (b=.63, t(123)=7.35, p<.01). 
Appropriateness 
Hypothesis 2 predicted that subjects’ responses on the measure of explanation 
appropriateness would be positively associated with their responses on the measures of 
future intent to do business with an organization, perceived credibility of an organization, 
and satisfaction with an organizational response. In addition, Hypothesis 2 predicted that 
subjects’ responses on the measure of explanation appropriateness would be inversely 
related to their feelings of negativity about a failure and perceived company control over 
a failure. 
The data indicated that, in fact, appropriateness was positively and significantly 
correlated with a person’s future intent to do business with a company (r(128)=.37, 
p<.01), perceptions of company credibility (r=(130).33, p<.01), and satisfaction with an 
organizational response (r(130)=.72, p<.01). Also, as predicted, appropriateness was 
inversely and significantly correlated with negativity (r(131)=-.24, p<.01). 
Appropriateness was not significantly associated with perceived company control. 
 The multiple correlation between appropriateness and the dependent variables 
was .72. In the regression, the only variable significantly related to appropriateness was 
satisfaction (b=.74, t(124)=9.24, p<.01). 
Consideration 
Like the two previous hypotheses, Hypothesis 3 predicted that subjects’ responses 
on the measure of explanation consideration would be positively associated with their 
responses on the measures of future intent to do business with an organization, perceived 
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credibility of an organization, and satisfaction with an organizational response. 
Furthermore, Hypothesis 3 predicted that subjects’ responses on the measure of 
explanation consideration would also be inversely related to their feelings of negativity 
about a failure and perceived company control over a failure. 
Results indicated that consideration was positively and significantly correlated 
with a person’s future intent to do business with a company (r(128)=.49, p<.01),  
perceptions of company credibility (r(130)=.57, p<.01), and satisfaction with an 
organizational response (r(130)=.69, p<.01). Moreover, consideration was inversely and 
significantly correlated with negativity (r(131)=-.21, p<.01). Consideration was not 
significantly associated with perceived company control. 
 The multiple correlation between consideration and the dependent variables was 
.76. In the regression, the variables significantly related to consideration were perceived 
credibility (b=.32, t(124)=3.01, p<.01) and satisfaction (b=.58, t(124)=7.66, p<.01).  
Responsibility 
Finally, Hypothesis 4 predicted that subjects’ responses on the measure of 
responsibility would be positively associated with their responses on the measures of 
future intent to do business with an organization, perceived credibility of an organization, 
satisfaction with an organizational response, and perceived company control over a 
failure. Hypothesis 4 also predicted that subjects’ responses on the measure of 
responsibility would be inversely related to their feelings of negativity about a failure. 
Responsibility was positively and significantly correlated with a person’s future 
intent to do business with a company (r(127)=.25, p<.01), perceptions of company 
credibility (r(129)=.29, p<.01), and satisfaction with an organizational response 
(r(129)=.47, p<.01). Also, as predicted, responsibility was inversely and significantly 
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correlated with negativity (r(130)=-.21, p<.05). Responsibility was not significantly 
associated with perceived company control. 
 The multiple correlation between responsibility and the dependent variables was 
.49. In the regression, the only variable significantly related to responsibility was 
satisfaction (b=.46, t(123)=4.60, p<.01). 
Regression 
I also conducted regression analyses (with a backwards step-wise entry) to 
determine which of the hypothesized components of effective explanations helped 
independently predict subjects’ responses to the dependent variables. Results indicated 
that both the perceived levels of believability and consideration present in an 
organizational message predicted subjects’ future intent to do business with a company. 
Credibility was predicted by consideration alone. Satisfaction was predicted by 
believability, appropriateness, and consideration. Negativity was predicted by perceptions 
of appropriateness. Responsibility did not significantly predict subjects’ responses to any 
of the dependent measures above the influence of the other components. Furthermore, the 
independent variables did not significantly predict subjects’ perceptions about a 
company’s control over a failure. These results are available in Table 7. 
 
Table 7 
Regression Analysis: Dependent Variables by Independent Variables 
 Future Intent        Credibility           Satisfaction                 Negativity          Company Control 
IV   b    p         b      p         b         p                 b              p              b      p  
 
B .22 <.01        --     ns        .28      <.01    --   ns      --     ns 
 
A  --   ns        --     ns        .33      <.01  -.24 <.01      --     ns 
 
C .38 <.01       .57   <.01        .36      <.01    --   ns      --     ns 
 
R  --   ns        --     ns         --        ns    --   ns      --     ns 




Service and Product Failures 
The first research question asked whether the components of effective 
explanations affect the dependent variables differently for organizational failures 
involving service- and product-based complaints. To answer this question I conducted 
two analyses. For the first analysis I conducted independent sample t-tests to determine if 
there were any significant differences between subjects who complained to organizations 
due to service failures and subjects who complained to organizations due to product 
failures. I looked for differences in all of the independent variables (believability, 
appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility) and all of the dependent variables 
(future intent to do business with a company, company credibility, satisfaction with a 
company response, negativity, and perceived company control). Results of the t-tests 
indicated that there were no significant differences between subjects who complained to 
organizations due to service failures and subjects who complained to organizations due to 
product failures for any of the independent or dependent variables.  
In the second analysis I examined the impact of the independent variables on the 
dependent variables to determine if any significant differences existed between service 
and product failures. To do this I ran a correlation analysis with a split file between 
subjects who complained for service failures and subjects who complained for product 
failures. The results of the analysis are reflected in Table 8. As can be concluded from the 
table, the only differences between the associations of the independent and dependent 
variables (for service and product failures) are as follows (differences between 
associations are underlined and are presented in bold). Responsibility is significantly 





Correlations Between Independent and Dependent Variables 
 
               Service Failures                        Product Failures 
  B A C R   B A C R 
            
1. r .38 .31 .39 .18   .46 .45 .55 .27 
 p< .01 .01 .01 ns   .01 .01 .01 .05 
 n 64 64 64 64   60 61 61 60 
            
2. r .35 .28 .54 .24   .38 .39 .61 .31 
 p< .01 .05 .01 .05   .01 .01 .01 .01 
 n 67 67 67 67   59 60 60 59 
            
3. r .72 .75 .67 .43   .61 .69 .70 .50 
 p< .01 .01 .01 .01   .01 .01 .01 .01 
 n 66 66 66 66   60 61 61 60 
            
4. r -.14 -.12 -.28 -.19   -.12 -.40 -.17 -.26 
 p< ns ns .01 ns   ns .01 ns .05 
 n 67 67 67 67   60 61 61 60 
            
5. r -.23 -.21 -.09 -.19   -.09 .04 .08 .16 
 p< .05 .05 ns ns   ns ns ns ns 
 n 66 66 66 66   60 61 61 60 
 
Note: Rows represent dependent variables: 1= Future intent to do business with a company; 2= Company 
credibility; 3= Satisfaction with the organizational response; 4= Negativity; 5= Perceived company control. 
Columns represent independent variables: B= Believability; A= Appropriateness; R= Responsibility; C= 
Consideration.  
services. Consideration is inversely associated with perceived negativity for services but 
not for products. On the other hand, appropriateness and assuming responsibility are 
inversely and significantly associated with perceived levels of negativity for products 
whereas these relationships are non-significant for services. Finally, believability and 
appropriateness are significantly and negatively related to perceived company control for 
services but not for products.  
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Tangibles  
To investigate the second research question I examined the impact of tangible 
compensation on the independent and dependent variables in two ways. First, I examined 
tangible compensation as a categorical variable coding only for the presence of this type 
of reward. Second, I coded tangible compensation as the dollar amount given to 
individuals by their respective organizations. Subjects were only included in the second 
analysis if they were given a tangible reward (subjects who were given any type of 
tangible compensation received a score equivalent to the dollar amount they received – if 
subjects received no compensation, they were not used in the analysis (n=56)). 
Additionally, I examined whether the amount of tangible compensation given to 
individuals was associated with the original price of the failure. 
 Presence  
In the first analysis I examined the presence of tangible rewards to determine its 
relationship with the independent and dependent variables. To examine the impact of the 
presence of tangible rewards on the independent variables I conducted t-tests 
investigating the differences between subjects who received tangible compensation and 
those who did not. I did this first for the total sample, then for service failures, then for 
product failures. Results for the total sample indicated that the presence of tangible 
rewards made a difference in the way subjects perceived company responses for each of 
the independent variables. Specifically, compared to not getting a tangible reward, getting 
a tangible reward was related to higher perceptions of believability, appropriateness, 







Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Tangible Compensation (Total Sample) 
Independent Variable  M1      M2    SD1           SD2            t   df    p   d        r 
 
Believable  5.15 6.08    1.32           1.07        -4.42 129 <.01 .77    .36         
 
Appropriate  4.96 6.01          1.52            .84         -5.37 130 <.01 .85    .39       
 
Considerate  5.78 6.53    1.33            .92         -3.85 130 <.01 .66    .31 
   
Responsible  4.89 5.86    1.67           1.45        -3.53 129 <.01 .62    .30 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no compensation; M2= Mean for subjects who received some 
compensation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no compensation; SD2= Standard 
deviation for subjects who received some compensation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
Results from the tests for services indicated that the presence of tangible rewards 
made a difference in the way subjects perceived company explanations for each of the 
independent variables as well. The results are provided in Table 10.  
 
Table 10 
Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Tangible Compensation (Service) 
Independent Variable M1      M2    SD1           SD2            t   df           p  d         r 
 
Believable  4.87 5.97    1.53        1.03        -3.47  65       <.01 .84    .39 
 
Appropriate  4.69 6.05          1.59        .81        -4.45  65       <.01 1.08  .47 
 
Considerate  5.91 6.68    1.27        .53        -3.25  65       <.01 .79    .37 
   
Responsible  4.97 6.00    1.42        1.33        -3.06  65       <.01 .75    .35 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no compensation; M2= Mean for subjects who received some 
compensation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no compensation; SD2= Standard 
deviation for subjects who received some compensation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
Compared to not getting a tangible reward, getting a tangible reward to 
compensate for product failures was related only to higher perceptions of believability 
and appropriateness. The results for the t-tests of independent variables grouped by the 
presence of tangible compensation for products are available in Table 11. 
To examine the impact of the presence of tangible rewards on the dependent 
variables I conducted t-tests between subjects who received tangible compensation and 




Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Tangible Compensation (Product) 
Independent Variable M1      M2    SD1           SD2           t   df     p  d         r 
 
Believable  5.38 6.16    1.10           1.17       -2.50 59 <.01 .69    .32  
 
Appropriate  5.18 6.05    1.46            .93        -2.82 60 <.01 .71    .33 
 
Considerate  5.71 6.25    1.37           1.32       -1.48 60    ns .40      -- 
   
Responsible  4.90 5.61    1.81           1.67       -1.47 59    ns .41      --  
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no compensation; M2= Mean for subjects who received some 
compensation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no compensation; SD2= Standard 
deviation for subjects who received some compensation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
results from the total sample indicated that, with the exception of perceived company 
control, the presence of tangible rewards made a difference in the way subjects perceived 
companies following their remedial attempts for each of the dependent variables. 
Specifically, getting a tangible reward was related to higher intentions to do business with 
a company in the future, levels of perceived company credibility, and satisfaction with an 
explanation. Compared to not getting a tangible reward, receiving tangible compensation 
led to a decrease in perceived negativity. See Table 12 for results. 
 
Table 12 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Tangible Compensation (Total sample) 
Dependent Variable M1      M2    SD1           SD2            t   df     p  d         r 
 
Future Intent  4.06 5.08    1.73           1.59        -3.41 128 <.01 .61    .29 
 
Credibility  5.20 5.71          1.27           1.08        -2.49 130 <.01 .43    .21 
 
Satisfaction  4.08 5.35    1.48           1.36        -5.01 130 <.01 .89    .41 
   
Negativity  4.00 3.44    1.59           1.45         2.09 131 <.01 .37    .18 
 
Company Control 5.08 5.11    1.17            .97         -.16  130           ns .03      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no compensation; M2= Mean for subjects who received some 
compensation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no compensation; SD2= Standard 
deviation for subjects who received some compensation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
 The results of the tests for service failures are similar to the total sample and are 




Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Tangible Compensation (Service) 
Dependent Variable M1       M2    SD1           SD2            t   df     p  d         r 
 
Future Intent  4.14 5.16    1.71           1.55        -2.52 63 <.01 .63    .30 
 
Credibility  5.17 5.68          1.36           1.05        -1.74 66 <.05 .42    .21 
 
Satisfaction  3.91 5.59    1.47           1.19        -5.11 65 <.01 1.26  .53 
   
Negativity  4.13 3.45    1.79           1.37         1.75 66 <.05 .43    .21 
 
Company Control 5.02 4.95    1.33            .91           .79 65             ns .06      --  
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no compensation; M2= Mean for subjects who received some 
compensation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no compensation; SD2= Standard 
deviation for subjects who received some compensation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
tangible rewards made a difference in the way subjects perceived organizations following 
remedial attempts for each of the dependent variables as well. 
The results for the t-tests of dependent variables grouped by the presence of 
tangible compensation for products are available in Table 14. Compared to not getting a 
tangible reward, getting a tangible reward to compensate for product related failures was  
only related to higher future intentions to do business with a company. 
 
Table 14 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Tangible Compensation (Product) 
Dependent Variable M1       M2    SD1           SD2        t   df    p  d         r 
 
Future Intent  4.03 4.98    1.77           1.77  -1.96   60       <.05 .54    .26     
 
Credibility  5.23 5.73          1.22            1.21 -1.42   59          ns .41      --  
 
Satisfaction  4.27 4.91    1.46           1.57  -1.57   60          ns .42      -- 
   
Negativity  3.87 3.30    1.43           1.59   1.41   60          ns .38      -- 
 
Company Control 5.13 5.40    1.04           1.07  -.96   60          ns .26      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no compensation; M2= Mean for subjects who received some 
compensation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no compensation; SD2= Standard 
deviation for subjects who received some compensation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
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Amount 
 In the second analysis I examined the impact of the amount of tangible 
compensation on the independent and dependent variables to determine if the level of 
compensation provided by organizations played a role in subjects’ perceptions of their 
companies following a failure and subsequent remediation attempt (i.e., does more 
money lead to higher rates of future intent to do business, perceptions of company 
credibility, etc.?). Only considering subjects who received compensation, the mean value 
of the tangible rewards was 36.8 dollars (Mdn=20, SD=49.98). First, I examined the 
associations between the amount of tangible compensation and the independent variables 
and second I examined the associations between the amount of tangible rewards and the 
dependent variables. Finally, I examined if the price of the original failure was 
significantly associated with the amount of tangible compensation given to subjects. 
I conducted correlation analyses to evaluate the relationship between tangible 
rewards and the independent variables. Results indicated that the amount of a tangible 
reward in a letter was not significantly associated with any of the independent variables 
for the total sample, services, or products.  
I also conducted correlation analyses to evaluate the relationship between the 
amount of tangible rewards and the dependent variables. Results indicated that the 
amount of tangible rewards was not significantly associated with any of the dependent 
variables for the total sample, or for products. However, the data indicated that for 
services, the amount of tangible rewards was negatively and significantly associated with 
satisfaction with an organizational response (r(32)=-.30, p<.05). Subsequent tests 
indicated that there was no curvilinear relationship for this result. 
Finally, I conducted correlation analyses to determine if the relationship between 
the price of the original failure and the amount of tangible compensation provided was 
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significant. Initial results indicated that this relationship was not significant. However, I 
also decided to look at the data using only those subjects who complained about services 
or products that originally cost under $500 and under $100 dollars. I conducted these 
investigations to control for the influence of high-cost items that I thought may have 
influenced the results (e.g., companies may be reluctant to simply replace or refund a 
$2000 computer). For the total sample, the results indicated that there was a significant 
relationship between the price of a failure and tangible compensation when examining 
items originally costing under $500 (r(52)=.49, p<.01) and $100 (r(42)=.77, p<.01). The 
same was true for services (under $500 (r(30)=.39, p<.05) and $100 (r(23)=.76, p<.01)) 
and products (under $500 (r(20)=.86, p<.01) and $100 (r(17)=.68, p<.01)). 
Explanations 
As was mentioned earlier, a total of 134 subjects received letters back from their 
organizations and subsequently filled out the second portion of the questionnaire. After 
subjects completed this stage of the study, letters were content analyzed and coded for the 
presence of excuses, justifications, and/or apologies. Forty letters contained at least one 
excuse, 21 letters had at least one justification, and 82 letters had at least one apology. 
The information regarding the frequency of these explanations is reported in Table 15.  
 I conducted two analyses with the coded explanation types. In the first analysis I 
examined the presence of the various explanation types to determine their effects on 
subjects’ perceptions of the independent and dependent variables.  Subjects who received 
no explanation type were given a score of zero while subjects who received at least one 
excuse, justification, or apology received a score of one (each type of explanation was 
analyzed separately). Using this categorization I conducted t-tests to look for significant 
differences in the means of the independent and dependent variables when grouped by 




Types of Organizational Explanations  
              Frequency 
 
Type of Explanation             Service            Product 
 
Excuse             5     4 
 
Justification             3     3 
 
Apology                 31    14 
 
Excuse and Justification            1     2 
 
Excuse and Apology               12    12 
 
Justification and Apology                 2     5 
 
Excuse and Justification and Apology               3     0 
 
Nothing       11                23 
 
Total       68    63         
Note: One subject did not mark whether they filed a service or product complaint. Two subjects marked 
both product and service. These subjects were not included in the data analysis. Additionally, “type of 
explanation” indicates that at least one of these types of explanations was present in a letter. 
In the next analysis, I examined the impact of the proportion of explanation types 
in a response. That is, each type of explanation (excuse, justification, and apology) was 
coded as a percentage of the total sum of explanations present in a response. For 
example, if a letter contained only one apology – and no excuse or justification – that 
letter was given a score of one for apology and a score of zero for excuses and 
justifications. If the letter contained one excuse and one apology it was given a score of 
.5 for both types of explanations. If a letter contained two justifications and an apology it 
was given a score of .66 for justifications and .33 for apology, and so on. Thirty-four 
subjects did not receive any of the explanation types in their letters (letters without any 
explanation types were typically brief and only asked consumers to contact organizations 
again to provide more information or thanked consumers for their comments, for 
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example) and were therefore not included in these analyses (n=100). I chose to code 
organizational responses this way to determine the relative impact of each explanation 
type on subjects’ perceptions of their respective organizations. Using this coding scheme, 
I conducted correlation analyses to examine the associations between the proportions of 
the various types of explanations and the independent, as well as the dependent, 
variables. 
Presence and Independent Variables  
Excuses 
T-tests of the independent variables grouped by the presence of excuses for the 
total sample revealed that subjects perceived letters with excuses to indicate that 
companies assumed less responsibility for their actions when compared to letters without 
excuses. Note that this is not the same as the dependent variable “perceived company 
control.” The items on the measure of perceived company control measure subjects’ 
perceptions of how much control a company had over the situation. On the other hand, 
items on the index of responsibility measure the extent to which subjects see 
organizations as trying to shift the blame.  See Table 16 for these results. 
 
Table 16 
Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Excuses (Total Sample) 
Independent Variable M1      M2    SD1           SD2             t   df   p   d         r 
 
Believable                      5.62 5.48    1.32           1.30          .59 129         ns .11      -- 
 
Appropriate                       5.19 5.51    1.60           1.29         -1.22 130         ns .22      -- 
 
Considerate                        6.03 6.11    1.43           1.14         -.37 130         ns .06      -- 
 
Responsible          4.45 5.64    1.74           1.47         -4.05 129      <.01 .74    .35 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with excuses; M2= Mean for letters without excuses; SD1= Standard deviation 
for letters with excuses; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without excuses; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
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For services, t-tests of the independent variables grouped by the presence of 
excuses also revealed that subjects perceived letters with excuses to indicate that 
companies assumed less responsibility for their actions when compared to letters without 
excuses. See Table 17 for these results. 
 
Table 17 
Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Excuses (Service) 
Independent Variable  M1      M2    SD1           SD2             t   df   p  d         r 
 
Believable  5.76       5.23    1.49           1.37         1.44  65          ns .37      -- 
 
Appropriate  5.51       5.27    1.57           1.39          .63  65          ns .16      -- 
 
Considerate  6.27       6.28    1.37            .89          -.05  65          ns .01      -- 
 
Responsible  4.84       5.75    1.62           1.30        -2.44  65       <.05 .62    .30 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with excuses; M2= Mean for letters without excuses; SD1= Standard deviation 
for letters with excuses; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without excuses; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
For products, t-tests revealed that subjects perceived letters with excuses as less 
appropriate than letters without excuses. Subjects also perceived letters with excuses to  
indicate that companies assumed less responsibility for their actions when compared to 
letters without excuses. See Table 18 for results. 
 
Table 18 
Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Excuses (Product) 
Independent Variable  M1      M2     SD1           SD2            t   df   p  d         r 
 
Believable  5.39 5.72     1.09           1.20        -1.01  59          ns .29      -- 
 
Appropriate  4.74 5.76     1.59           1.16        -2.45  60       <.01 .73    .34 
 
Considerate  5.69 5.96     1.49           1.32         -.72  60          ns .19      -- 
 
Responsible  3.98 5.60     1.85           1.54        -3.51  59       <.01 .95    .43 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with excuses; M2= Mean for letters without excuses; SD1= Standard deviation 





The analysis of the independent variables grouped by the presence of 
justifications revealed no significant differences for the total sample, services, or 
products.  
Apologies 
For the total sample, t-tests of the independent variables grouped by the presence 
of apologies revealed that, compared to subjects who did not receive apologies, those 
who did perceived their organizational responses to be more believable, appropriate, and 
considerate. See Table 19 for results. 
 
Table 19 
Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Apologies (Total Sample) 
Independent Variable  M1       M2     SD1           SD2    t  df    p  d         r 
  
Believable  5.92       4.86     1.04           1.43          4.53 129       <.01 .85    .39 
 
Appropriate  5.73       4.90     1.16           1.60          3.16 130       <.01 .59    .28 
 
Considerate  6.39       5.58      .92            1.49          3.48 130       <.01 .65    .31 
 
Responsible           5.44       5.02     1.56           1.76          1.00 129          ns .25      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with apologies; M2= Mean for letters without apologies; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with apologies; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without apologies; d= Cohen’s d; 
r= effect size. 
For services, t-tests of the independent variables grouped by the presence of 
apologies revealed that, compared to subjects who did not receive apologies, those who 
did perceived their organizational responses to be more believable and appropriate. See 
Table 20 for results. 
For products, t-tests of the independent variables grouped by the presence of 






Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Apologies (Service) 
Independent Variable M1       M2     SD1           SD2    t  df    p  d         r 
 
Believable           5.75       4.50     1.13           1.68          3.52  65       <.01 .87    .40 
 
Appropriate           5.72       4.40     1.14           1.71          3.08  65       <.01 .91    .41 
 
Considerate            6.39       6.00      .93            1.31          1.37  65          ns .34      -- 
 
Responsible          5.63       5.04     1.37           1.63          1.52  65          ns .39      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with apologies; M2= Mean for letters without apologies; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with apologies; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without apologies; d= Cohen’s d; 
r= effect size. 
did perceived their organizational responses to be more believable and considerate. See 
Table 21 for results. 
 
Table 21 
Independent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Apologies (Product) 
Independent Variable M1        M2      SD1           SD2    t  df   p   d        r 
 
Believable            6.15         5.08       .85           1.22           3.92  59       <.01 1.02  .45 
 
Appropriate                       5.71         5.22      1.24          1.47           1.43  60          ns .36      --  
  
Considerate                        6.44         5.32       .86           1.55           3.51  60       <.01 .89    .41 
 
Responsible          5.23         5.01      1.72          1.87            .47  59          ns .12      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with apologies; M2= Mean for letters without apologies; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with apologies; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without apologies; d= Cohen’s d; 
r= effect size. 
Presence and Dependent Variables  
Excuses 
 I also conducted t-tests to examine the difference between providing an excuse 
and not providing an excuse for the dependent variables. The data from these tests 
indicated that for the total sample, companies that provided excuses were significantly 




Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Excuses (Total Sample) 
Dependent Variable M1        M2     SD1             SD2       t  df   p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  4.42 4.51    1.85           1.71 -.28 128  ns .05      -- 
 
Credibility  5.34 5.45    1.38           1.15  .48 130  ns .09      -- 
 
Satisfaction  4.83 4.50    1.64           1.52 1.09 130  ns .21      -- 
   
Negativity  4.06 3.64    1.53           1.56 1.45 131  ns .27      --  
 
Company Control 4.82 5.21     .97           1.12 -1.93 130      <.05 .37    .18 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with excuses; M2= Mean for letters without excuses; SD1= Standard deviation 
for letters with excuses; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without excuses; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
For services, there were no differences between providing an excuse compared to 
providing no excuse.  
For products, the only difference between providing an excuse compared to 
providing no excuse was that subjects receiving them were significantly more likely to 
perceive the situation as negative. See Table 23 for details. 
 
Table 23 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Excuses (Product) 
Dependent Variable M1       M2      SD1           SD2     t  df   p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  4.15  4.41     1.78         1.84          -.50 60  ns .14      -- 
 
Credibility  5.28  5.47     1.36         1.17          -.54 59  ns .15      -- 
 
Satisfaction  4.31  4.55     1.67         1.46          -.58 60  ns .15      -- 
 
Negativity  4.31  3.43     1.52         1.43          2.15 60        <.05 .60    .29 
 
Company Control 4.99  5.31      .99         1.07         -1.09 60  ns .31      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with excuses; M2= Mean for letters without excuses; SD1= Standard deviation 
for letters with excuses; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without excuses; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
Justifications 
T-tests of the dependent variables grouped by the presence of justifications for the 
total sample revealed that subjects who received justifications perceived their situations  
 82 




Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Justifications (Total Sample) 
Dependent Variable M1       M2     SD1           SD2    t  df   p  d         r 
 
Future Intent  4.62 4.46     1.63           1.77           .39 128  ns .09      -- 
 
Credibility  5.76 5.35     1.03           1.24         1.43 130  ns .36      -- 
 
Satisfaction  4.54 4.61     1.69           1.54          -.21 130  ns .04      -- 
 
Negativity  3.14 3.88     1.60           1.52        -2.03 131     <.05 .47    .23 
 
Company Control 5.25 5.06     1.10           1.09          .72 130  ns .17      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with justifications; M2= Mean for letters without justifications; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with justifications; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without justifications; d= 
Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
For services, t-tests of the dependent variables grouped by the presence of 
justifications revealed no significant differences. 
For products, t-tests revealed that subjects who received justifications also 
perceived their situations to be less negative than subjects who did not receive 
justifications. See Table 25 for details. 
 
Table 25 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Justifications (Product) 
Dependent Variable M1       M2     SD1           SD2           t          df        p        d            r 
 
Future Intent  4.52 4.30     1.75       1.84          .36         60        ns       .12         -- 
 
Credibility  5.80 5.33     1.02       1.25        1.11         59        ns       .41         -- 
  
Satisfaction  4.45 4.49     1.27       1.57         -.07         60        ns       .03         -- 
 
Negativity  3.05 3.81     .98       1.55       -2.00         60       <.05       .59        .28 
 
Company Control 5.35 5.19     1.16       1.04          .44         60        ns       .15         -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with justifications; M2= Mean for letters without justifications; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with justifications; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without justifications; d= 




T-tests of the dependent variables grouped by the presence of apologies for the 
total sample indicated that, compared to providing no apologies, subjects were 
significantly more likely to intend to do business in the future with organizations that 
provided them. In addition, subjects were more likely to be satisfied with an 
organizational response and were more likely to see the failure situation as more negative 
when an apology was given than when one was not. See Table 26 for details. 
 
Table 26 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Apologies (Total Sample) 
Dependent Variable M1       M2      SD1           SD2    t  df   p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  4.74        4.09     1.65           1.83         2.10 128     <.05 .37    .18 
 
Credibility  5.54        5.21     1.12           1.35         1.53 130        ns .26      -- 
 
Satisfaction  5.06        3.87     1.47           1.43         4.57 130     <.01 .82    .38 
               
Negativity  3.95        3.48     1.50           1.60         1.71 131     <.05 .30    .15 
 
Company Control 5.06        5.14     1.13           1.04         -.40 130        ns .07      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with apologies; M2= Mean for letters without apologies; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with apologies; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without apologies; d= Cohen’s d; 
r= effect size. 
The data indicated that for services, subjects who received apologies were 
significantly more likely to be satisfied with an organizational response compared to 
subjects who did not receive apologies. See Table 27 for results. 
For products, subjects were more likely to intend to do business in the future with 
organizations that provided apologies than with organizations that did not. Moreover, 
subjects were likely to see companies as more credible and were more likely to be 
satisfied with an organizational response when an apology was offered compared to when 





Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Apologies (Service) 
Dependent Variable M1       M2      SD1           SD2     t  df     p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  4.61        4.74     1.71           1.71          -.28 63           ns .08      -- 
 
Credibility  5.35        5.59     1.20           1.32          -.74 66           ns .19      -- 
 
Satisfaction  5.00        3.97     1.53           1.48          2.49 65        <.01 .68    .32 
              
Negativity  4.01        3.30     1.43           1.98          1.46 66           ns .41      -- 
 
Company Control 4.95        5.09     1.21            .97           -.44 65           ns .13      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with apologies; M2= Mean for letters without apologies; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with apologies; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without apologies; d= Cohen’s d; 
r= effect size. 
 
Table 28 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of Apologies (Product) 
Dependent Variable M1        M2      SD1           SD2    t  df            p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  5.01        3.70      1.57           1.82         3.01  60       <.01 .77    .36 
 
Credibility  5.87        4.97       .92            1.33         3.06  59       <.01 .79    .37 
 
Satisfaction  5.19        3.81      1.28           1.43         4.00  60       <.01 1.02  .45 
              
Negativity  3.78        3.59      1.66           1.34          .50  60          ns .13      -- 
 
Company Control 5.26        5.17      1.02           1.09          .32  60          ns .09      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for letters with apologies; M2= Mean for letters without apologies; SD1= Standard 
deviation for letters with apologies; SD2= Standard deviation for letters without apologies; d= Cohen’s d; 
r= effect size. 
Proportion and Independent Variables 
Excuses 
For the total sample, the proportion of excuses was negatively associated with 
three of the independent variables. The proportion of excuses in an explanation was not 
significantly associated with believability. However, the larger the percentage of excuses 
present in an organizational explanation, the more likely a person was to perceive that  
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explanation as significantly less appropriate (r(100)=-.32, p<.01), less considerate 
(r(100)=-.31, p<.01), and less responsible (r(100)=-.43, p<.01). 
For service failures, the proportion of excuses was negatively associated with 
only one of the independent variables. Specifically, the larger the percentage of excuses 
present in an organizational explanation, the more likely a person was to perceive that 
explanation as significantly less assuming of responsibility (r(57)=-.36, p<.01). 
For product failures, the proportion of excuses in an explanation was negatively 
related to all of the independent variables including believability (r(40)=-.33, p<.05),  
appropriateness (r(40)=-.53, p<.01), consideration (r(40)=-.52, p<.01), and responsibility 
(r(40)=-.55, p<.01). 
 Justifications 
For the total sample, the proportion of justifications was only significantly and 
negatively associated with believability. The more justifications an organization used, the 
less believable its explanation (r(100)=-.29, p<.01). 
For organizational responses to complaints about services, the proportion of 
justifications was not significantly associated with any of the independent variables. 
For product failures, the proportion of justifications in a letter was significantly 
and negatively associated with believability (r(40)=-.42, p<.01). 
Apologies 
For the total sample, the proportion of apologies in an explanation was 
significantly associated with all of the independent variables including believability 
(r(100)=.34, p<.01), appropriateness (r(100)=.35, p<.01), consideration (r(100)=.30, 
p<.01), and responsibility (r(100)=.39, p<.01). 
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For services, the proportion of apologies in an explanation was significantly 
associated with responsibility (r(57)=.33, p<.01). 
For products, the proportion of apologies in an explanation was also associated 
with all of the independent variables. Apologies were significantly and positively 
associated with believability (r(40)=.64, p<.01), appropriateness (r(40)=.51, p<.01), 
consideration (r(40)=.49, p<.01), and responsibility (r(40)=.41, p<.01),. 
Proportion and Dependent Variables 
Excuses 
For the total sample, the proportion of excuses to other types of explanations was 
significantly and negatively associated with perceived company credibility (r(99)=-.18, 
p<.05) and perceived company control (r(99)=-.23, p<.05).  The proportion of excuses 
was also positively associated with negativity (r(99)=.17, p=.05). The proportion of 
excuses in an explanation was not significantly associated with a person’s future intent to 
do business with a company or satisfaction with an organizational response. 
For services, the proportion of excuses to other types of explanations was not 
significantly associated with any of the dependent variables.  
For products, the proportion of excuses to other types of explanations was 
significantly and negatively associated with all of the dependent variables including 
subjects’ future intent to do business with a company (r(39)=-.34, p<.05), perceptions of 
company credibility, (r(39)=-.43, p<.01), satisfaction with an organizational response 
(r(39)=-.42, p<.01), and perceived company control (r(39)=-.32, p=.05).  Moreover, the 
proportion of excuses was significantly and positively associated with negativity 




For the total sample, the proportion of justifications present in an explanation was 
inversely and significantly associated with negativity (r(99)=-.33, p<.01). The same was 
true for services (r(57)=-.40, p<.01). The proportion of justifications in a letter was not 
associated with any of the dependent variables for products. 
Apologies 
For the total sample, the proportion of apologies present in an explanation was 
significantly associated with satisfaction with an organizational response (r(99)=.24, 
p<.01). The proportion of apologies was not significantly associated with future intent to 
do business with a company, company credibility, negativity, or perceived company 
control. 
For services, the proportion of apologies present in an explanation was not 
significantly associated with any of the dependent variables. 
For products, the proportion of apologies present in a letter was positively and 
significantly associated with subjects’ future intent to do business with a company 
(r(39)=.42, p<.01), perceptions of company credibility (r(39)=.35, p<.05), and 
satisfaction with an organizational response (r(39)=.55, p<.01). 
Mediation Analyses 
I conducted analyses to determine if the effects of excuses, justifications, and 
apologies were mediated by the hypothesized components of effective explanations. I ran 
these analyses using Sobel tests. Results indicated that for excuses, responsibility did not 
mediate the effect of excuses on perceptions of company control for the total sample. 
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Moreover, neither appropriateness nor responsibility mediated the effect of excuses on 
subjects’ perceptions of negativity with the failure situation for products. 
Results indicated that for the apologies, subjects’ future intent to do business with 
a company was mediated by consideration (z=1.97, p<.05) for the total sample. 
Additionally, satisfaction with an organizational response was mediated by believability 
(z=4.10, p<.01), appropriateness (z=4.35, p<.01), and consideration (z=4.29, p<.01). 
Negativity was not mediated by the independent variables for the total sample. For 
services, the affect of apologies on satisfaction was mediated by believability (z=2.38, 
p<.05), and appropriateness (z=2.41, p<.05). For products, the affect of apologies on 
subjects’ future intent to do business with a company was mediated by believability 
(z=1.99, p<.05) and consideration (z=2.40, p<.05). For products, the affect of apologies 
on company credibility was mediated by consideration (z=2.61, p<.01). For products, the 
affect of apologies on satisfaction was mediated by believability (z=3.00, p<.01) and 
consideration (z=3.50, p<.01). 
ADDITIONAL ANALYSES 
In the process of conducting the study, two additional questions emerged. In this 
section I describe each question, the analysis used to explore the question, and the results 
of my analysis. Because there were differences in the relationships between the 
independent and dependent variables based on the type of organizational failure (service 
versus product), the following analyses examine the failure types both together (total 
sample) and separately.   
 Involvement 
The next analysis measured the impact of involvement on both the independent 
and the dependent variables. In addition, I examined whether involvement was associated 
 89 
with the initial price of the failure. Recall that involvement was calculated by measuring 
subjects’ responses to questions about how much the organizational failure meant to 
them, how angry it made them, how upset they were about the failure, and how costly 
they perceived the failure to be.  
Using correlation analyses, I first examined the associations between the 
independent variables and the index of involvement to determine if subjects’ initial level 
of involvement impacted their perceptions of organizational responses. For the total 
sample, results indicated that the only significant association between involvement and 
the independent variables was with responsibility. That is, the more involved subjects 
were with organizational failures, the less likely they were to perceive organizations as 
accepting of responsibility (r(130)=-.17, p<.05). For service failures, results indicated 
that the only significant association between involvement and the independent variables 
was consideration. The more involved subjects were with organizational failures, the less 
likely they were to perceive organizations as providing considerate explanations (r(67)=-
.26, p<.05). For product failures, the more involved subjects were with failures the less 
likely they were to see organizational responses as believable (r(61)=-.26, p<.05).  
Next, correlation analyses were conducted examining involvement and the 
dependent variables. For the total sample, involvement was negatively and significantly 
correlated with subjects’ future intent to do business with a company (r(129)=-.30, 
p<.01), perceptions of company credibility (r(131)=-.17, p<.05), and satisfaction with an 
organizational response (r(131)=-.15, p<.05). In addition, involvement was positively 
correlated with negativity (r(132)=.54, p<.05). Involvement was not significantly 
associated with perceived company control. For service failures, involvement was 
negatively and significantly correlated with subjects’ future intent to do business with a 
company (r(65)=-.33, p<.01) and perceptions of company credibility (r(68)=-.29, p<.01). 
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In addition, involvement was positively correlated with negativity (r(68)=.72, p<.01). For 
product failures, involvement was negatively and significantly correlated with subjects’ 
future intent to do business with a company (r(62)=-.27, p<.01) and positively and 
significantly associated with negativity (r(62)=.37, p<.01).  
All of the reported associations remained significant after controlling for the 
length of time it took companies to respond to consumers. To examine these associations, 
I conducted partial correlation analyses between involvement and the independent as well 
as the dependent variables while controlling for the number of days companies took to 
respond to consumer complaints. For the total sample, the association between 
involvement and responsibility was still significant (partial r(127)=-.16, p<.05). For 
services the association between involvement and consideration was still significant 
(partial r(64)=-.26, p<.05). For products the association between involvement and 
believability was still significant (partial r(58)=-.23, p<.05), 
For the total sample, the association between involvement and all of the 
dependent variables remained significant: future intent to do business with a company 
(partial r(126)=-.30, p<.01), perceived company credibility (partial r(128)=-.17, p<.05), 
satisfaction with an organizational response (partial r(128)=-.15, p<.05), and negativity 
(partial r(129)=.54, p<.01). For services, the association between involvement and the 
dependent variables remained significant for future intent to do business with a company 
(partial r(62)=-.33, p<.01), perceived company credibility (partial r(65)=-.30, p<.01), 
and negativity (partial r(65)=.73, p<.01). For products, the association between 
involvement and both future intent to do business with a company (partial r(59)=-.25, 
p<.05) and negativity (partial r(59)=.36, p<.01) remained significant. 
Finally, I examined the relationship between the original cost of the failure and 
subjects’ level of perceived involvement. Results indicated that there was a significant 
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relationship between involvement and the original price of the failure for the total sample, 
(r(130)=.28, p.<.01), for services, (r(66)=.33, p<.01), and for products (r(62)=.28, p<.05). 
Letters Back versus No Letters Back 
In the final additional analysis, I examined the differences in the means of the 
dependent variables between people who received letters back from their organizations 
and those that did not. I also conducted this analysis between subjects who received 
letters back from their organizations but with no explanation types present in the content 
and subjects who received no letters. I wanted to determine if the simple act of receiving 
a letter could improve peoples’ perceptions of organizations following a failure episode. 
Finally, I examined the difference in the dependent variables between subjects who 
received at least one type of explanation in a letter and subjects who did not. 
 Results from the t-tests analyzing people who received letters back from their 
organizations and those that did not are presented below. For the total sample, subjects 
who received letters back from their organizations were more likely to do business in the 
future with their companies, were more likely to perceive companies as credible, were 
more satisfied with the responses, and perceived less negativity than subjects who did not 
receive letters back from their organizations. Perceived company control was not affected 
by receiving a letter. See Table 29 for these results. With the exception of negativity 
being non-significant for products, the same pattern of results was observed for the 
different types of organizational failures.  
 Next I examined the differences in the dependent variables between people who 
did not get a letter back from their organizations and people who got a letter back but 
who did not get an explanation. For the total sample, subjects who received letters back 
from their organizations without any of the explanation types were more likely to do 




Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of a Letter  
Dependent Variable  M1      M2      SD1           SD2    t   df     p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  3.04 4.48     1.57        1.74        -7.17 268 <.01 .87    .40 
 
Credibility  3.86 5.41     1.34        1.22        -9.97 270 <.01 1.21  .52 
 
Satisfaction  2.15 4.60     .85        1.56        -15.95 269 <.01 1.95  .70 
   
Negativity  4.14 3.77     1.41        1.55         2.10 271 <.05 .25    .12 
 
Company Control 5.19 5.09     1.10        1.09          .73 270   ns .09      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no letter; M2= Mean for subjects who received a letter; SD1= 
Standard deviation for subjects who received no letter; SD2= Standard deviation for subjects who received 
a letter; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
credible, were more satisfied with the responses, and perceived less negativity with the 
failures than subjects who did not receive letters back from their organizations. Perceived 
company control was not affected. See Table 30 for these results. With the exception of 
negativity being non-significant for services, the same pattern of results was observed for 
the different types of organizational failures. 
 
Table 30 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of a Letter (No Response and No Explanation) 
Dependent Variable  M1       M2      SD1           SD2     t   df   p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  3.04 4.22      1.57         1.82          -3.80 171     <.01 .69    .33 
 
Credibility  3.87 5.29            1.34         1.22          -5.59 171     <.01 1.11  .48 
 
Satisfaction  2.15 3.94      .85         1.50          -6.62 170     <.01 1.45  .59 
   
Negativity  4.14 3.38      1.41         1.56           2.77 172     <.01 .51    .25 
   
Company Control 5.19 4.28      1.10         1.03           -.43 172        ns .85      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no letter; M2= Mean for subjects who received no explanation; 
SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no letter; SD2= Standard deviation for subjects who 
received no explanation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
 Finally, I examined the differences (with respect to the dependent variables) 
between subjects who received a letter with at least one of the explanation types present 
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and subjects who received a letter without any present for the total sample. Subjects who 
received no explanation type were more satisfied with organizational responses but also  
perceived more negativity with the failures compared to subjects who received at least 
one type of explanation. Results are in Table 31. 
 
Table 31 
Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of an Explanation (Total Sample) 
Dependent Variable  M1      M2      SD1           SD2     t   df  p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  4.22 4.57     1.82           1.72          -.97 128 ns .20      -- 
 
Credibility  5.29 5.46     1.22           1.22          -.69 130 ns .14      -- 
 
Satisfaction  3.94 4.82     1.49           1.52         -2.89 130     <.01 .58    .28 
   
Negativity  3.38 3.89     1.56           1.54         -1.69 131     <.05 .33    .16 
   
Company Control 5.28 5.03     1.03           1.10          1.16 130 ns .23      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no explanation; M2= Mean for subjects who received an 
explanation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no explanation; SD2= Standard deviation 
for subjects who received an explanation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
For services, the only significant difference in the dependent variables when 
grouped by the presence of an explanation was satisfaction. Subjects who received an 
explanation type were more likely to be satisfied with organizational responses than 
subjects who did not receive an explanation type (t(1, 65)=-2.14, p<.05). 
For products, the presence of an explanation type was significantly associated 
with differences in subjects’ future intent to do business with their companies, 
perceptions of company credibility, and satisfaction with organizational responses. See 









Dependent Variables Grouped by the Presence of an Explanation (Product) 
Dependent Variable  M1      M2      SD1           SD2     t   df    p   d        r 
 
Future Intent  3.77 4.67     1.84         1.74          -1.92   60 <.05 .50    .24 
 
Credibility  5.03 5.62     1.24         1.18          -1.84   59 <.05 .49    .24 
 
Satisfaction  4.02 4.75     1.51         1.47          -1.86   60 <.05 .49    .24 
   
Negativity  3.41 3.85     1.29         1.60          -1.10   60           ns .30      -- 
   
Company Control 5.24 5.20     1.10         1.03            .15   60           ns .04      -- 
Note: M1= Mean for subjects who received no explanation; M2= Mean for subjects who received an 
explanation; SD1= Standard deviation for subjects who received no explanation; SD2= Standard deviation 
for subjects who received an explanation; d= Cohen’s d; r= effect size. 
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CHAPTER IV 
When consumers experience problems with services or products they sometimes 
complain. Often, companies respond to these complaints by offering an explanation for 
why the problem happened. The purpose of this study was to test whether the form of, 
and/or specific perceived components of, explanations affect how consumers think about 
at fault organizations as well as how they perceive organizational responses following 
failure episodes.  
Four hypotheses derived from previous research were examined. They predicted 
that as the level of perceived believability, appropriateness, consideration, and 
responsibility in organizational messages increased, so would consumers’ future intent to 
do business with at fault organizations, consumers’ perceptions of the credibility of 
organizations, and consumers’ satisfaction with the response given by organizations for 
the complaint. Furthermore, the hypotheses predicted that the more consumers perceived 
that organizations were accepting of responsibility for the problem, the more they would 
perceive companies to have control over the problem. In addition, the hypotheses 
predicted that as the perceived believability, appropriateness, consideration, and 
responsibility in organizational messages increased, consumers’ level of perceived 
negativity with failure situations would decrease. Finally, the hypotheses predicted that as 
perceived believability, appropriateness, and consideration increased, consumers’ 
perceptions of perceived company control would decrease. Three research questions were 
also probed asking 1) if the hypothesized components of effective explanations affect the 
dependent variables differently for organizations facing service- and product-based 
complaints, 2) if tangible compensation affects consumers’ perceptions of organizations 
and consumers’ perceptions of organizations’ communication, and 3) if explanations 
 96 
affect organizational responses to complaining consumers based on their form, and/or if 
explanations affect organizational responses due to their ability to communicate 
believability, appropriateness, consideration, and the acceptance of responsibility.  
The study raised additional questions that were examined during the data analysis. 
These questions included inquiries into the impact of involvement on subjects’ 
perceptions of organizations and their explanations and the impact of receiving a letter on 
subjects’ perceptions of organizations and their explanations. 
In this chapter I first discuss the results of my analyses in relation to the 
hypotheses and research questions. Next, I talk about the results of my additional 
analyses. After that I summarize and discuss the findings in reference to the differences 
between service- and product-based complaints. Next I present managerial implications 
of the results. Finally, I provide a discussion regarding the limitations of this study and 
offer some directions for future research.  
Discussion 
HYPOTHESES 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that the perceived believability of a company response to a 
complaint would be positively associated with subjects’ future willingness to do business 
with an organization, the perceived credibility of an organization, and subjects’ 
satisfaction with an organization’s response. Hypothesis 1 also predicted that 
believability would be negatively related to both subjects’ feelings about the negativity of 
a failure and their perceptions of how much control the company had over a failure. 
Results indicated that believability was positively and significantly correlated 
with a person’s future intent to do business with a company, perceptions of company 
credibility, and satisfaction with an organizational response. Believability was not 
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significantly associated with negativity. Furthermore, as predicted, believability was 
negatively and significantly correlated with perceived company control. 
Hypothesis 2 predicted that subjects’ perceptions of the appropriateness of a 
company’s response would be positively associated with their willingness to do business 
with an organization in the future, the perceived credibility of an organization, and 
satisfaction with an organization’s response to the complaint. In addition, Hypothesis 2 
predicted that subjects’ sense of how appropriate the response was would be inversely 
related to the perceived negativity of a failure and perceived company control over a 
failure. 
The data indicated that, in fact, appropriateness was positively and significantly 
correlated with a person’s future intent to do business with a company, perceptions of 
company credibility, and satisfaction with an organizational response. Also, as predicted, 
appropriateness was inversely and significantly correlated with negativity. 
Appropriateness was not significantly associated with perceived company control. 
Like the two previous hypotheses, Hypothesis 3 predicted that the perceived 
consideration of an organization’s response to a complaint would be positively associated 
with subjects’ future intent to do business with an organization, the perceived credibility 
of an organization, and subjects’ satisfaction with an organizational response. 
Furthermore, Hypothesis 3 predicted that consideration would be inversely related to 
subjects’ perceptions of the negativity of a failure and their perceptions of the degree to 
which the company had control over a failure. 
Consideration was positively and significantly correlated with subjects’ future 
intent to do business with a company, company credibility, and satisfaction with an 
organizational response. Moreover, consideration was inversely and significantly 
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correlated with perceived negativity. Consideration was not significantly associated with 
perceived company control. 
Finally, Hypothesis 4 predicted that subjects’ perceptions of how much 
responsibility a company assumed would be positively associated with their future intent 
to do business with an organization, the perceived credibility of an organization, 
satisfaction with an organizational response, and perceived company control over a 
failure. Hypothesis 4 also predicted that perceived responsibility would be inversely 
related to subjects’ perceptions of negativity about a failure. 
Responsibility was positively and significantly correlated with subjects’ future 
intent to do business with a company, perceptions of company credibility, and 
satisfaction with an organizational response. Also, as predicted, responsibility was 
inversely and significantly correlated with perceived negativity. Responsibility was not 
significantly associated with perceived company control. 
With the exception of a significant association with perceived company control, 
results suggest that all of the hypotheses were confirmed for the variables of 
appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility. In addition, Hypothesis 1 was 
confirmed for all the posited relationships except for the lack of a significant association 
with negativity. Thus, the data indicate that the four hypothesized components of 
effective explanations do, in fact, play a role in subjects’ perceptions of organizations 
following a failure and subsequent remedial response.  
Because the hypothesized components of effective explanations were correlated 
with one another I conducted regression analyses to determine which components 
independently contributed to the prediction of the dependent variables. Data from the 
regression analyses indicated that the only significant predictors of subjects’ future intent 
to do business with an organization were believability and consideration. Company 
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credibility was only significantly predicted by how considerate subjects perceived the 
organizational communication to be. Satisfaction was significantly predicted by the 
believability, appropriateness, and consideration perceived in a company response to a 
complaint. And, negativity was significantly predicted by perceived appropriateness. 
Responsibility did not significantly predict any of the dependent variables above and 
beyond the contribution of the other independent variables.  
This data indicates that believability, appropriateness, and consideration may be 
the components of communication most strongly associated with effective organizational 
recovery from failures. Accepting responsibility, although important on its own, may not 
do much to influence consumers’ perceptions of organizations following a failure when 
paired with the other components. Additionally, although the hypothesized components 
of effective explanations were weakly associated with perceived company control over a 
failure, results from the regression analyses indicate that they do little to influence 
consumers’ final perceptions of this outcome variable. 
The combination of the results presented above suggest that the hypothesized 
perceived components of explanations are effective in producing beneficial outcomes for 
organizations that find themselves in predicaments with their customers. Although 
believability and appropriateness were previously thought to influence subjects’ 
perceptions of organizations following remediation tactics (Hareli, 2005; Schlenker, 
1980; Scott & Lyman, 1968), this is the first study to empirically verify that this may 
indeed be the case. The data supports the case that explanations that are believable (i.e., 
take into account the facts that are known about a situation) and appropriate (i.e., 
reasonable) are more likely to benefit organizations than explanations that are not 
perceived as believable or appropriate.  
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In addition, this study demonstrated that another component of explanations 
worked to enhance explanation effectiveness as well. Showing consideration to 
customers (i.e., being polite and courteous and showing consumer’s respect) helped 
organizations improve their standing with aggrieved consumers following a failure 
episode. This finding supports previous research that suggests that the interpersonal 
treatment of consumers is an important dimension of effective complaint resolution (Bies 
& Moag, 1986). 
Finally, previous investigations of consumer reactions to organizational 
explanations have shown that messages that take responsibility for predicaments are 
superior to messages that do not (Boshoff & Leong, 1998; Conlon & Murray, 1996; Hill 
& Baer, 1994). The current study supports this claim but suggests that the variance 
explained by responsibility may be shared with some of the other hypothesized 
components effective explanations. In other words, although accepting responsibility may 
be beneficial on its own, it might not add much to an organizational response that already 
contains messages that are considerate, appropriate, and believable.    
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Services and Product Failures 
The first research question asked if there were any significant differences between 
the associations among the independent variables and dependent variables with respect to 
service and product failures. To begin, while both believability and appropriateness were 
associated with perceived company control for service failures, perceived company 
control was not associated with any of the independent variables for product failures. 
This result suggests that, for product failures, the independent variables do little to 
diminish aggrieved consumers’ perceptions about how much control a company had over 
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the problem that caused the complaint. On the other hand, organizations with service 
failures can decrease their perceived control over the situation by creating messages that 
are both believable and appropriate.  
In addition, assuming responsibility for an organizational failure was not 
significantly related to subjects’ future intent to do business with an organization for 
service failures. However, assuming responsibility for a failure was significantly 
associated with subjects’ future intent to do business with companies experiencing 
product failures. This finding may be explained by the organizational structure inherent 
in the complaint response process. In most of the organizational replies concerning 
service failures, some type of manager or owner typically responded to aggrieved 
consumers. In these types of failure situations, the person responding to the complaint 
was usually removed from the initial harmful situation. That is, the manager who 
responded to the consumer was not typically a part of the original problem (e.g., poor 
wait-staff service). Therefore, when managers assumed responsibility for another 
person’s behavior they may not have alleviated subjects’ negative associations with the 
establishment as a whole. In other words, taking (or not taking) responsibility for 
somebody else’s service failure may have done little to influence a person’s future intent 
to do business with an organization. On the other hand, the connection between fault for 
the failure and the organization as an agent may be more easily defined with product 
failures. Instead of blaming the failure on some person (e.g., a waiter at a restaurant), 
subjects facing product failures may blame organizations as a whole. So, when 
organizations with product failures respond in an impersonal fashion (as a corporation 
instead of as an individual letter writer, i.e. a manager) – as was the case in this 
dissertation – and fail to take responsibility for their actions, subjects may be less likely 
to do business with them in the future.  
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Finally, a person’s perceived experience of negativity was only associated with 
consideration for service failures. On the other hand, negativity was only associated with 
appropriateness and responsibility for product failures. These findings may be explained 
by the nature of the organizational offering. Because service organizations are uniquely 
tied to their method of delivery (Zeithaml et al., 1985), consumers may be more likely to 
see business with these types of organizations as reflective of interpersonal relationships. 
If this is the case it makes sense that treating a consumer with respect would make them 
feel less negative about the relationship. Product-based organizations on the other hand 
may foster a more transactional relationship identity and subjects may therefore perceive 
this relationship as more professional than personal. As such, accepting responsibility and 
providing an appropriate explanation for the circumstances may be more valuable to a 
person facing a product failure than how she feels the company is treating her personally.  
The data from this dissertation offer some preliminary findings that suggest 
consumers react differently to organizational remediation tactics regarding service- and 
product-based failures. Again, this makes sense considering there are fundamental 
differences between the two types of businesses (Zeithaml et al., 1985). Data from 
subsequent analyses also support this notion. 
Tangibles 
The use of tangible rewards as a recovery strategy was analyzed in two different 
ways. The first analysis examined the presence of a reward and sought to determine if the 
simple act of providing one could influence subjects’ perceptions of organizations and 
their explanations. In the second analysis I only looked at subjects who received a reward 
to determine if the amount of a reward made a difference in the way subjects responded 
to the measures of the independent and dependent variables.  
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Presence 
Compared to not receiving a tangible reward, the data indicated that for the total 
sample, receiving a tangible reward led to increased positive perceptions of an 
organizational explanation. That is, the presence of a tangible reward was related to 
higher subject ratings of believability, appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility 
in an organization’s response. This suggests that companies may be able to significantly 
increase peoples’ positive perceptions of their responses to failures by offering some type 
of tangible compensation to complaining consumers. For service failures, all of the 
independent variables were influenced by the presence of a tangible reward in a positive 
manner for companies as well. For product failures, only believability and 
appropriateness were positively affected by the presence of a tangible reward.  
In addition, the presence of a tangible reward was associated with four of the five 
dependent variables for the total sample. Compared to companies that did not provide a 
tangible reward, those that did were able to increase subjects’ future intent to do business 
with them, perceptions of company credibility, and satisfaction with the firm’s response. 
Moreover, providing a tangible reward led to a decrease in subjects’ perceptions of 
negativity about the failure. Results indicated that the relationship between the presence 
of tangible rewards and the dependent variables was strong for satisfaction with a 
company response and moderate for subjects’ intentions to do business with a company 
in the future. However, the associations between the presence of tangible rewards and 
company credibility and perceived negativity were small. These findings suggest that 
although providing tangible rewards can increase positive perceptions of company 
credibility and decrease perceptions of negativity, the effect is weak. 
When broken down between service and product failures, the data suggests that 
organizations facing service failures would be wise to give complaining consumers some 
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level of tangible reward as doing so enhances customers’ future intent to do business with 
them, perceptions of company credibility, and satisfaction with the remedial response. 
Moreover, providing a tangible reward for service failures may have a small effect on 
reducing subjects’ level of perceived negativity about a failure situation. For product 
failures, the data from this dissertation suggest that providing a tangible reward may 
increase subjects’ future intent to do business with organizations in the future.  
Obviously, providing some type of tangible compensation is beneficial for 
organizations facing complaining consumers. However, one question that remains from 
the analysis above concerns the differences between services and products. That is, why 
should the provision of tangible compensation be more likely to lead to changes in 
subjects’ perceptions of organizations following service failures compared to product 
failures? To answer this question let’s revisit the literature on satisfaction. Levels of 
satisfaction are usually defined as the amount a person receives compared to that which is 
expected (Adams, 1965). It may be the case that – in contrast to product failures – 
subjects experiencing service failures did not desire or expect tangible compensation. 
That is, when a product malfunctions, subjects may expect to be financially or tangibly 
reimbursed. Therefore, when subjects are reimbursed for product failures they may not 
perceive the remediation as satisfying compared to not expecting reimbursement. After 
enduring a service failure, subjects may feel differently. For example, after experiencing 
bad service at a restaurant subjects may not expect to receive a free meal; after all, the 
quality of the food was good, it was just that the delivery and the wait staff needed 
improvement. The two dimensions of the restaurant (service and product) may be 
considered separate in subjects’ minds and therefore receiving a coupon for a free meal – 
after complaining about the service – may lead to higher levels of satisfaction because the 
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compensation was not expected. Of course, future studies will need to verify what 
expectations customers actually have for organizations following a service failure. 
The bottom line for organizations is as follows, to increase subjects’ positive 
perceptions of a remediation attempt, increase the chances that complaining consumers 
do business with an organization in the future, increase subjects’ positive perceptions of 
company credibility, increase subjects’ satisfaction with a response, and decrease 
subjects’ perceptions of negativity with a failure, companies should provide some type of 
tangible compensation to complaining consumers for failure episodes.   
Amount  
Results suggest that the amount of a reward provided by an organization does 
little to influence subjects’ perceptions of a company’s remedial response for 
organizational failures. That is, compared to providing a small tangible reward, providing 
a large tangible reward did little to influence subjects’ perceptions of an organization’s 
explanation for the total sample, services, or products. Results also indicated that the 
amount of tangible rewards was not significantly associated with any of the dependent 
variables for the total sample or for product failures. This finding suggests that companies 
need not give out great sums of tangible rewards in order to remediate their failures with 
consumers. Instead, as will be shown below, most companies should – and do – give out 
tangible rewards at a level comparable to the original cost of the failure. 
However, analysis of the dependent variables suggests that for services, providing 
a larger tangible reward was negatively associated with subjects’ level of satisfaction with 
the organizational response.  That is, the more tangible compensation subjects received in 
response to their complaints the less likely they were to be satisfied with their company’s 
attempt at remediation. The fact that the amount of a tangible reward affected satisfaction 
for service-based companies and not for product-based companies may be explained by 
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looking at the original cost of the failure. When controlling for the original cost of the 
service, the relationship between the amount of tangible compensation given to subjects 
and satisfaction was no longer significant.  
Finally, I examined whether the relationship between the price of the original 
failure and the amount of tangible compensation received was significant for subjects 
who complained about a service or product that originally cost under $500 and under 
$100 dollars. The relationship between the price of the original failure and the amount of 
tangible compensation given to subjects was significant for the total sample, services, and 
products. 
The combination of these results suggests that organizations are likely to give 
compensation similar to the cost of the original failure. And for services, this original cost 
and its subsequent negative effect on satisfaction cannot be ameliorated by a large 
tangible reward. An explanation for this finding may be that since the delivery of services 
is tied to the person that delivered them, compensating a consumer for a costly failure 
may not alleviate the social aggravation associated with the transgression. On the other 
hand, when expensive products are replaced, consumers may see themselves as “even” 
and may therefore be satisfied with the remediation attempt. 
Explanations 
The analyses of explanation types (excuses, justifications, apologies) helped me 
determine the impact of each on both the independent and the dependent variables. First, 
I analyzed the presence of the types of explanations and the differences in means between 
subjects who received various explanation types and subjects who did not. Second, I 
analyzed the proportion of the different types of explanations and their associations with 
the independent and dependent variables. These two analyses are grouped together by 
explanation type as I discuss each in turn. 
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Excuses 
T-tests of the independent variables grouped by the presence of excuses revealed 
that responsibility was significantly affected by excuses. Specifically, for the total 
sample, for service failures, and for product failures, the presence of excuses led to lower 
perceptions of responsibility. For product failures, the presence of excuses also led to 
lower perceptions of appropriateness.  
For the total sample, the proportion of excuses was negatively associated with 
appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility. For service failures, the proportion of 
excuses was only associated with lower levels of perceived responsibility while for 
product failures, the proportion of excuses was significantly and negatively associated 
with all the independent variables.  
Excuses also had a significant impact on the dependent variables. Results suggest 
that the presence of excuses worked to lower subjects’ perceptions of perceived company 
control for the total sample. However, this result was not present in either of the 
individual samples suggesting a small effect. Additionally, the presence of excuses led to 
increased perceptions of negativity for product-based failures.  
For the total sample, the proportion of excuses in relation to other types of 
explanations was significantly and negatively associated with subjects’ perceptions of 
company credibility and perceived company control.  The proportion of excuses was also 
positively associated with perceived negativity for the total sample. For products, the 
proportion of excuses worked to lower subjects’ future intent to do business with an 
organization, perceptions of company credibility, satisfaction with a company response, 
and perceptions of organizational control over a failure. In addition, for products, the 
proportion of excuses increased subjects’ perceptions of negativity about a failure 
episode. 
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Although these results suggest that organizations can lower their level of 
perceived control over failures by employing excuses, it is clear that the negative 
qualities ascribed to organizations using this type of explanation may outweigh the 
benefits. Unless facing a legal matter (that would value the absolution of responsibility), 
it may be a better idea for companies to avoid using excuses. These findings lend support 
to the sentiments of various researchers who suggest that consumers expect organizations 
to maintain control over the processes of their business and are therefore likely to be 
upset with organizational explanations that attempt to shift the blame in response to 
consumer complaints (Boshoff & Leong, 1998; Conlon & Murray, 1996; Scher & Darley, 
1997; Tax & Brown, 1998). 
Again, the discrepancy between service and product failures can be seen in the 
results above: excuses had a more negative impact on products than they did on services. 
On reason for this finding may be based on the nature of who responded to consumers’ 
complaint letters. As was stated earlier, most service- based complaints were answered by 
somebody other than the person who caused the failure in the first place (e.g., managers 
at restaurants answered complaint letters about bad waiters). Because these people were 
removed from the situation, consumers of services might have seen the use of excuses as 
less damaging than consumers of products. That is, consumers of services might have 
interpreted excuses as simple attempts to explain the circumstances compared to 
consumers of products who might have interpreted excuses as denials of accountability. 
 Justifications 
The presence of justifications did little to influence subjects’ perceptions of any of 
the independent variables for the total sample, service-based failures, or product-based 
failures. However, the proportion of justifications worked to lower subjects’ perceptions 
of organizations’ believability for the total sample and for products.  
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On the other hand, the presence of justifications worked as the literature 
suggested for the dependent variables. That is, results indicated that the presence of 
justifications led to a decrease in subjects’ perceived negativity about a failure. This was 
true for the total sample and for product-based failures. There was no significant 
difference for service-based failures. The proportion of justifications worked as the 
literature suggested as well. Compared to explanations without low percentages of 
justifications, those with high percentages of justifications were more likely to lead to 
lower perceptions of negativity for the total sample, and for services. These findings 
suggest that using justifications can be beneficial for organizations that want to reduce 
the perceived negativity of a failure.  
However, for the total sample and for products, the higher the proportion of 
justifications, the less consumers believed that their organizations are being honest with 
them. When the data was plotted there appeared to be an inverted U relationship. For 
products, when the proportion of justifications to other explanation types was 25% people 
perceived the organizational responses to be somewhat believable (M=4.25, SD=1.77). 
Next, when the proportion of justifications to other explanation types was 50% subjects’ 
perceived their organizational responses to be very believable (M=6.05, SD=1.18). 
Finally, when justifications were the only type of explanation offered (compared to other 
explanation type = 100%) subjects’ perceived their organizational responses to be 
somewhat unbelievable (M=3.67, SD=1.44). The same type of pattern seemed to be 
occurring for the total sample. 
When justifications and excuses are compared the results suggest that 
justifications may be safer to use for organizations excuses when explaining failures. This 
may be because while justifications have few negative associations with their usage, 
excuses have many. When excuses were present, organizational communication was 
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perceived as less accepting of responsibility and less appropriate. Additionally, the higher 
the proportion of excuses, the less subjects rated organizational letters as appropriate, 
considerate, and responsible. Moreover, the higher the proportion of excuses present in a 
letter, the less subjects perceived organizations as credible and the more negativity 
subjects felt about the situation.  Therefore, the superiority of justifications as impression 
management tactics may not reside in what they do, instead it may reside in what they do 
not do. In other words, organizations may be better off using justifications than excuses 
because doing so creates benefits without presenting a threat of harm from corollary 
negative perceptions. On the other hand it is important to note that, as the literature 
suggests, the two impression management tactics serve different purposes. Thus, if an 
organization’s desire is to reduce the blame associated with itself – regardless of the 
repercussions – using an excuse would be considered superior to using a justification. 
Apologies 
For the total sample, t-tests of the independent variables grouped by the presence 
of apologies revealed that, compared to subjects who did not receive apologies, those 
who did perceived their organizational responses to be more believable, appropriate, and 
considerate. For services, the presence of apologies in an explanation was associated with 
the independent variables of believability and appropriateness. For products, the presence 
of apologies in an explanation was positively associated with the independent variables of 
believability, and consideration. 
The proportion of apologies was positively and significantly associated with 
believability, appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility for the total sample and 
for products. For services, the proportion of apologies was positively associated with 
responsibility. 
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The data from the total sample also indicate that, compared to providing no 
apologies, subjects were significantly more likely to intend to do business in the future 
with organizations and were more likely to be satisfied with the responses of 
organizations that provided them. However, subjects were also significantly more likely 
to see failure situations as more negative when an apology was given than when one was 
not. For services, the presence of apologies led to an increase in subjects’ satisfaction 
with an organizational response. For products, the data indicated that the presence of 
apologies led to higher intentions to do business with an organization in the future, higher 
perceptions of company credibility, and higher levels of satisfaction with an 
organizational response. 
For the total sample, the proportion of apologies present in an explanation was 
only significantly associated with satisfaction. Moreover, for product-based failures, the 
proportion of apologies present in a letter was positively and significantly associated with 
subjects’ future intent to do business, perceived company credibility, and satisfaction. 
Finally, apologies were more likely to be given out by service-based organizations 
than product-based organizations. In addition, service-based organizations were more 
likely to give out a higher proportion of excuses than product-based organizations.  
Apologies seem to be more beneficial to product-based organizations than they 
are to service-based organizations. Again, this may be the case because of who responds 
to complaint letters. Because the people answering complaints about service failures are 
not typically involved in the original failures, these people may not be connected to the 
failures in the same way that employees are with product failures. Because people facing 
service failures may blame individuals, when managers provide an apology they may be 
perceived as simply apologizing for the behavior of others. This surrogate apology might 
 112 
not make as large an impact on consumers’ subsequent perceptions of organizations and 
their explanations as does an apology for a product failure.  
As was stated in the literature review, organizations are typically reluctant to give 
out apologies (Zemke & Bell, 1990) because companies fear they may be interpreted as 
signs of culpability instead of signs of sympathy and regret. The results from this 
dissertation suggest that both interpretations (the creation of culpability and the 
expression of regret) may, in fact, be occurring in consumers’ minds. That is, while 
results show that the presence of apologies increase consumers’ perceptions of negativity, 
they also increase consumers’ future intent to do business with a company, perceptions of 
company credibility, and satisfaction with an organizational response. The data suggests 
that although apologies may help foster a sense of negativity with organizational failures, 
companies seeking to re-establish relationships with consumers should look beyond this 
outcome and focus on creating satisfaction with the complaint response, building their 
credibility, and building consumers’ intent to do business with them in the future. With 
this information in mind, it seems that both service and product-based companies would 
be wise to use apologies in their correspondences with aggrieved consumers.  
Mediation Analyses 
After examining the influence of the three types of explanations on the 
independent and dependent variables I conducted mediation analyses to determine if 
believability, appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility mediated the 
relationships between the presence of excuses, justifications, and apologies and the 
dependent variables.  
The mediation tests for excuses revealed no significant results. Thus, I conclude 
that excuses have the ability to influence subjects’ perceptions of company control (for 
the total sample) and negativity (for products) independently of the hypothesized 
 113 
components of effective explanations. Additionally, because the presence of justifications 
had no affect on the independent variables I conclude that justifications have the ability to 
reduce subjects’ perceptions of negativity about a failure episode independently of the 
hypothesized components of effective explanations (for both the total sample and for 
products). Finally, the effect of apologies on subjects’ perceptions of negativity with a 
failure episode was not mediated by the independent variables for the total sample. Thus, 
I conclude that apologies have the ability to foster negativity independently of the 
hypothesized components of effective explanations.  
These results indicate that, contrary to Hareli’s (2005) suggestion, the form of an 
explanation does play a role in its effectiveness as an organizational remediation tactic. 
That is, excuses, justifications, and apologies have the ability to impact the way people 
think about organizations above and beyond their connection to the hypothesized 
effective components of explanations. The presence of excuses leads to lower perceptions 
of company control and higher perceptions of negativity about a failure episode. The 
presence of justifications leads to lower perceptions of negativity and the presence of 
apologies leads to increased perceptions of negativity.  
These results, combined with the results from the hypotheses, suggest that the 
hypothesized components of explanations and the form of explanations used in remedial 
responses both influence people’s perceptions of organizations and organizational 
responses following complaints about a failure. In summary, though some scholars assert 
that the form of explanations is what makes them effective and others argue that the 
components of explanations make them effective this dissertation argues that, in fact, 
both are correct. Results from this study indicate that both the form of explanations and 
the components of organizational communication that they influence affect consumers’ 
perceptions of organizations following a failure.  
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ADDITIONAL ANALYSES  
Involvement 
 I also measured subjects’ initial level of involvement with organizational failures 
to determine its association with both the independent and dependent variables for the 
total sample, services, and products. For the total sample, results indicated that a small 
but significant association existed between involvement and responsibility. That is, the 
more involved a subject was with the organizational failure, the less likely he was to 
perceive the organization as accepting of responsibility. For services, a person’s initial 
level of involvement was negatively associated with consideration. For products, initial 
involvement was negatively associated with believability. The results indicate that the 
more involved (angry, upset, etc.) subjects were with the initial failure, the less likely 
they were to perceive their respective companies’ communication as responsible (total 
sample), considerate (services), or believable (products).  
For the total sample, involvement was also negatively and significantly correlated 
with several dependent variables including a person’s future intent to do business with a 
company, perceptions of company credibility, and satisfaction with a company’s 
response. However, the effect sizes of these associations were small. On the other hand a 
large effect was observed involvement and perceived negativity suggesting that the more 
involved people are with an initial failure the more likely they are to see the complaint 
episode as negative. For both services and products, the results from this dissertation 
suggest that people’s initial level of involvement negatively influences their future intent 
to do business with a company and positively influences their perceptions of negativity 
with a complaint situation. The results for negativity were particularly strong for service 
failures suggesting that people experiencing a failure in this arena are likely to harbor a 
bigger grudge against companies that fail them than people facing a product failure. One 
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final result showed that, for service failures, subjects’ initial level of involvement was 
negatively related to their perceptions of company credibility. Effect sizes for the 
individual samples were similar to those from the total sample. 
Finally, results indicated that subjects’ initial level of involvement was positively 
and significantly related to the original cost of the service or product. This was true for 
the total sample, for service failures, and for product failures. 
The results from the analyses on involvement seem to indicate that an initial 
failure has the potential to make a bigger impact for service failures than it does for 
product failures. One reason for this finding may be the notion that services are 
inextricably tied to the people that deliver them. Since this is the case, it may be easier for 
consumers facing failure situations to ascribe negative qualities to the social situation 
involved in a service failure than it is to a the transactional nature of a product failure. 
This research also questions the notion of several researchers who suggested that 
once a customer lodges a complaint, the way the complaint is handled becomes more 
important than the original transaction (e.g., Goodwin & Ross, 1990; Kelley et al., 1993). 
Results from this dissertation argue that subjets’ initial level of involvement continues to 
be a factor even after a complaint has been lodged – in this case, grudges were held by 
consumers for up to eight weeks after the initial failure! Instead of thinking of the 
complaint process as an independent, two-stage predicament, results from this 
dissertation imply that original failures often influence peoples’ perceptions of their 
organizations during, and even after, the remediation process. 
Finally, one of the major contributions of this study is the introduction of a 
reliable measure of consumer involvement with an organizational failure. Until now, 
there has been no measure of involvement with an organizational failure available to 
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researchers. Although additional testing will be required to further validate the usefulness 
of the measure used in this study, initial results point to its potential utility. 
Letters Back versus No Letters Back 
In the final additional analysis I examined the differences in the means of the 
independent and dependent variables between people who received letters back from 
their organizations and those that did not. Additionally, I examined the differences in the 
independent and the dependent variables for subjects who received letters with no 
explanation types and for subjects who received no letters: I wanted to determine if the 
simple act of receiving a letter could improve people’s perceptions of organizations 
following a failure episode. Finally, I examined the differences between subjects who 
received some type of explanation and subjects who received a letter without any type of 
explanation. 
Results indicated that people who received letters back from their organizations 
were significantly more likely to do business in the future with their companies, perceive 
their companies as more credible, and be more satisfied with organizational responses 
than people who did not get letters back from their organizations. Although the effect was 
weak, people who received letters back from their organizations were also less likely to 
perceive negativity in the situation than people who did not get letters back from their 
organizations. Moreover, even people who received a letter without an explanation type 
were more likely to do business in the future with a company, perceive a company as 
more credible, be more satisfied with an organizational response, and perceive less 
negativity in a failure situation than people who received no letter. These results indicate 
that complaining customers do not like to be ignored and support previous research that 
suggests consumers often expect some type of acknowledgement that they have been 
hassled (Zemke, 1994; Zemke & Bell, 1990). Data from this dissertation show that the 
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simple acknowledgement of consumer concern (even with an “empty” letter) can work to 
alleviate some of the distress associated with an organizational failure.  
Finally, I examined the differences in the outcome variables between subjects 
who received some type of explanation and subjects who did not. For the most part, the 
effect sizes were weak. However, for the total sample, results indicated that subjects who 
received some type of explanation were more satisfied with the organizational response 
than subjects who received no explanation type. Additionally, subjects who received 
some type of explanation were also more likely to perceive the situation negatively 
compared to subjects who received no explanation type. This significant effect for 
negativity did not show up when the data was split between services and products, again 
suggesting a weak relationship. 
For services, the presence of some type of explanation led to higher levels of 
satisfaction with the organizational response. For products, the presence of some type of 
explanation led to a positive difference in subjects’ future intent to do business with an 
organization, perceptions of company credibility, and satisfaction with the organizational 
response. These results suggest that for service-based organizations, providing some type 
of explanation is beneficial in creating a sense of satisfaction with an organizational 
response when compared to providing an empty letter. For product-based organizations, 
providing some type of explanation is beneficial in creating positive perceptions of 
satisfaction, credibility, and future intent to do business with a company when compared 
to providing an empty letter.   
Service and Product Failures 
Although there were minor differences in the data among services and products 
for most of the analyses, two major patterns seemed to be reoccurring throughout. These 
patterns concern the differences between the relative importance of assuming 
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responsibility for service- and product-based failures and the differences in alleviating 
negativity for service- and product-based failures. 
First, accepting responsibility made a larger difference in the outcome variables 
for product-based organizations than for service-based organizations. Whereas accepting 
responsibility for failure episodes increased consumers’ future intent to do business with 
an organization and decreased consumers’ perceptions of negativity for product-based 
companies, these results were non-significant for service-based companies. This result 
suggests that accepting responsibility for a failure may be more important for product-
based organizations than it is for service-based organizations. The same pattern of results 
is clear in the analysis of excuses as well. With service-based organizations, the presence 
and proportion of excuses were not related to any of the dependent variables and were 
only related to lower subject perceptions of one independent variable, responsibility. On 
the other hand with product-based organizations, the presence and proportion of excuses 
led to lower perceptions of believability, appropriateness, consideration, and 
responsibility in a letter. Moreover, the presence and proportion of excuses led to lower 
intentions to do business with an organization in the future, lower perceptions of a 
company’s credibility, lower perceptions of satisfaction with an organization’s response, 
and more negativity about a failure episode. These findings suggest that the use of 
excuses and the acceptance of responsibility have a small effect on people’s perceptions 
of organizations and organizational explanations following service failures and a large 
effect following product failures.  
Second, when examining the results of my analyses it became apparent that 
product-based organizations had difficulty diminishing subjects’ perceptions about the 
negativity of the failure event. This result was so strong that receiving a letter did little to 
alleviate subjects’ level of perceived negativity about the situation. That is, subjects who 
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did not receive a letter and subjects who did receive a letter from product-based 
organizations indicated a similar amount of negativity regarding failure episodes.  
Product-based organizations were able to reduce their negativity however, by providing 
justifications. Compared to not providing justifications, organizations that provided 
justifications were able to significantly reduce subjects’ perceptions of negativity. In 
addition, product-based organizations were able to reduce their negativity by assuming 
responsibility and providing appropriate responses. For service-based organizations, 
consumers’ perceptions of consideration in a response to a complaint and the presence of 
a tangible reward helped to reduce perceptions of negativity about the situation. 
The combination of the results presented above makes the case for the differential 
impact of taking accountability for a failure and the differential impact of showing 
consideration and providing tangible compensation for a failure for service- and product-
based companies. Being accountable was more important for product-based organizations 
facing a complaint than it was for service-based organizations facing a complaint. On the 
other hand, being considerate and offering tangible compensation was more important for 
service-based organizations facing a failure than it was for product-based organizations 
facing a complaint. 
So what’s going on? Recall that Zeithaml et al. (1985) presented four categories 
upon which services and products differed (inseperability, intangibility, perishability, and 
heterogeneity). It is along these same categories that services and products seem to differ 
in relation to failure episodes as well. To begin, the person who responds to complaint 
letters may make a difference in the way consumers interpret responsibility. When 
complaint letters were sent to service-based companies, the people who perpetrated the 
failures were not the people who wrote back. More often, some type of manager or other 
(e.g., customer relations) employee wrote letters back to the respondents. Because this is 
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the case, consumers may see the responses to service-based complaints as less connected 
to the failure situation than consumers with product-based complaints. Therefore, taking 
responsibility may be more important to consumers of products than it is to consumers of 
services. 
Stated differently, consumers experiencing product failures may see whole 
organizations at fault whereas consumers experiencing service failures may be more 
likely to see individuals at fault. It may be that consumers assign responsibility to 
product-based organizations as a whole because when products fail they tend to blame 
the company that produced them. Instead, when services fail, consumers may blame the 
individual who delivered them. This notion stems from the argument that with service 
failures the person who provided poor service is inseperable from the fault. Therefore, 
assigning responsibility to the organization as a whole may be more difficult for service-
based failures than it is for product-based failures. That being said, consumers of services 
may not put such a heavy emphasis on taking responsibility as do consumers of products; 
and taking responsibility for the actions of others (as was often the case for service-based 
failures) may not be as important to consumers’ perceptions of negativity as is taking 
responsibility for one’s self (as may be the case for product-based organizations).  
Furthermore, because services are intangible it may be difficult for consumers to 
determine to what extent the service failed them. As was mentioned earlier, even if 
people are dissatisfied with the level of service provided at a restaurant, it may prove 
difficult to determine just how much the failure upset the meal (after all, the food was just 
fine). If this is true then the presence of tangible compensation may help make up for the 
failure for service-based organizations because its receipt is not expected. Consumers 
who experience a product failure on the other hand may expect to be reimbursed and thus 
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the receipt of tangible rewards for product-based failures may do little to diminish a sense 
of negativity. 
Also, with services, once the failure is over it is literally gone. Due to the 
perishable nature of services consumers may be likely to forget about these types of 
failures sooner than they forget product failures - which, by nature of their physical 
presence, are always there to serve as a reminder. Therefore, the presence of 
consideration may create a recency effect with service failures (the last thing people 
remember is being treated with respect and courtesy) but not with product failures. 
Although consideration may be important for consumers experiencing product failures, 
the positive effect of showing respect and courtesy may wane while the reality of the 
failure persists. 
Finally, with service failures, consumers may be more likely to expect some type 
of human error in their deliver than they do for products. This notion is based on the idea 
of heterogeneity that states that service quality and consistency are subject to variability 
since human behavior is difficult to control. On the other hand, durable goods can be 
produced in a relatively consistent manner and their failure may therefore pose a more 
serious threat to organizations’ relationships with consumers. Because humans are 
delivering services, subjects may be more forgiving with this type of failure than they are 
for product failures. Therefore, the ability to reduce consumers’ perceived negativity with 
failure episodes may be easier for service-based organizations than it is for product-based 
organizations. 
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 
The take home lessons for managers from the findings in this dissertation are 
many. To begin, the data on initial subject involvement suggest that managers should do 
their best to avoid failures in the first place, especially failures with expensive services or 
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products. Regardless of the type of organization, involved and upset consumers may hold 
grudges against companies for a significant length of time.  
However, when failures do occur and when consumers complain about those 
failures, managers can take specific steps to ensure their organizations do all they can to 
ameliorate consumers’ dissatisfaction. The first thing managers need to know is that 
when consumers take the time to write a complaint letter, it is beneficial to send one 
back. Ignoring consumers’ letters, for whatever reason, is not a good idea. Sending a 
response – even one without an explanation – was shown in this study to significantly 
improve consumers’ future intent to do business with a company, their perceptions of 
company credibility, and decrease their perceived negativity with the failure situation. 
Moreover, when creating messages to consumers following complaints, managers of 
product-based organizations would be wise to get responses back to consumers as soon as 
possible. Obviously, managers need to take the time to make sure they understand the 
situation and respond appropriately, but – as was the case with some companies involved 
in this dissertation – waiting seven weeks to respond to a people’s complaints may send 
the message that companies do not have the wherewithal to efficiently handle complaints, 
or worse, that consumer dissatisfaction is not taken very seriously. 
In addition, managers should consider the content of their responses to 
consumers. That is, the explanation types managers choose to employ in their letters have 
some effects that they need to be aware of. 
In the first place, managers may want to avoid using excuses, especially for 
product failures. Data from this dissertation suggests that using them may harm peoples’ 
perceptions of organizational responses. In addition, the larger the percentage of excuses 
used by managers (compared to other types of explanations) the worse off the business. 
Therefore, if a manager must use an excuse she would be wise to use one in conjunction 
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with both apologies and justifications, for example. Although managers employing 
excuses may be effective in reducing their perceived control over the failure, they 
simultaneously increase perceptions of avoiding responsibility and inappropriateness. In 
addition, consumers of products are likely to perceive the failure experience as more 
negative and think less of the company. In essence, using excuses may be useful in 
reducing an organization’s perceived control over a failure episode, but while reducing 
perceived control, managers who use excuses may also be increasing peoples’ negative 
perceptions of both the organizational communication and the organization itself. 
On the other hand, the use of justifications may be beneficial for managers. 
Managers providing justifications can decrease peoples’ perceived negativity with the 
complaint situation. Additionally, providing more justifications (compared to other 
explanation types) may help managers decrease consumers’ perceptions of negativity as 
well, especially for service failures. However, managers should use caution when 
employing this type of communication since the higher the proportion of justifications, 
the less likely consumers will believe that their organizations are being honest with them. 
Therefore, it may be better for managers to provide justifications but also include 
apologies, for example. 
Moreover, although managers who use apologies are likely to increase 
consumers’ perceptions of negativity with the situation, using them is also likely to 
increase consumers’ satisfaction with organizational responses and, importantly, 
intentions to do business with organizations in the future. Therefore, although it seems 
that apologies give people license to feel bad about failure episodes, they also positively 
influence peoples’ perceptions of organizations and their responses. With this 
information in mind, managers would be wise to use apologies in their correspondences 
with aggrieved consumers. 
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Furthermore, managers should try to be considerate of their customers’ situations 
and communicate both understanding and respect for consumers and the negativity 
associated with organizational failures. People need to feel respected in their interactions 
and, since consumers took the time to write a letter to complain, they want to know that 
their companies acknowledge the failure and appreciate its inconvenience. That being 
said, the use of polite and courteous communication may help managers interact 
effectively with distressed consumers. Managers may also want to take a step back to 
consider the situation from the perspective of the complainant to ensure that their 
communication is believable and makes sense considering the circumstances. For 
example, if managers have information that makes certain actions seem more logical 
(e.g., a deliberate shortage in supply to ensure high quality), then they should share that 
information to make sure that subjects see the explanation as appropriate and trustworthy. 
Lastly, managers may want to take responsibility for failures and communicate 
ownership of their problems. Doing so may help managers avoid the negative 
repercussions of attempting to excuse an action, especially for products.  
Though excuses, justifications, and apologies have been the communicative 
messages studied in the past, this dissertation suggests that these messages are only three 
choices organizations have when they decide to respond to consumer complaints. That is, 
although excuses, justifications, and apologies act as vessels for the effective components 
of explanations they are not the only options that lead to believability, appropriateness, 
consideration, and responsibility. In point of this fact, even letters with no explanation 
types present led to a higher likelihood of doing business in the future with a company, 
higher perceptions of company credibility, more satisfaction with the organizational 
response, and less perceived negativity with the failure situation when compared to 
people who received no letter. Messages included in these “empty” letters contained, for 
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example, information regarding what the company was doing about the complaint to 
make sure it didn’t happen in the future, reassurances of organizations’ pledge to high 
quality, and requests for further communication. Therefore, although managers may want 
to use excuses, justifications, and apologies to explain failure episodes to aggrieved 
consumers they should consider looking at the independent effects of these explanation 
types and consider if the messages they are sending achieve the goals they set out to 
accomplish.  
Finally, managers should consider giving tangible rewards to consumers who are 
upset enough to take the time to write complaint letters. Managers can use tangible 
rewards to both make up for failures and to get consumers to re-start their relationships 
with their respective businesses. These rewards do not have to cost a lot for companies to 
deliver – and, in fact, may not cost a lot considering the small percentage of consumers 
who take the time to complain – and, as has been demonstrated, can go a long way in 
creating goodwill with customers. Of course, managers do not want to go overboard with 
their tangibles, but supplying consumers with a good faith rewards will no doubt help 
them win back consumers who have been put out by an organizational failure. By “good 
faith” I mean that managers need to take into consideration the cost of the original failure 
to the consumer in the first place. Whereas a $100 flight voucher may be beneficial in 
soothing angry customers for an airline that experienced a delayed flight (assuming 
flights cost more than $100), that same $100 may not see a similar return on investment 
for consumers who are upset with the quality of a box of “Triscuit” crackers. The 
opposite is true too: providing a three-dollar coupon for a new box of “Triscuits” may 
help alleviate distress for consumers of crackers, but a three-dollar flight voucher is likely 
to only further upset most aggrieved airline passengers. This suggestion is in line with 
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Lewis and Spyrakopoulos’ (2001) finding that, when facing organizational failures, 
customers typically only focus on getting what they deserved in the first place. 
LIMITATIONS  
As with any study, there were limitations to the current investigation. To begin, 
this investigation used a convenience sample of college students for data collection. It can 
be argued that this population differs from the general population on a variety of 
criterion. Still, like the rest of us, the subjects recruited to take part in this study live in a 
society that requires consumption and undoubtedly these students were familiar with both 
positive and negative organizational relationships. That being said, there is no reason to 
believe that subjects’ responses in this dissertation should be considered invalid due to a 
lack of experience or knowledge. Subjects were asked to write to companies regarding 
real, experienced dissatisfaction and the responses reported in this dissertation therefore 
reflect the true sentiments of genuinely dissatisfied consumers.  
A second limitation of this study concerns the delivery of the involvement 
measure. Because subjects were asked to fill out the measure of involvement and write 
the complaint letter at their homes, there is no way to tell in which order this occurred. 
That is, in some instances it could be that subjects wrote their letters before filling out the 
measure of involvement. If this was the case, the simple act of expressing dissatisfaction 
may have influenced subjects’ subsequent perceptions of the relevancy of their 
organizational failures.  
In addition, this dissertation experienced lower return rates for letters than 
previous investigations using a similar methodology. Reasons for this low rate (or the 
high rate for other studies) may range from: the specific businesses complained to, the 
way the letters were written, who the letters were addressed to within the organization, 
the time of year, or some other factor(s). However, anticipating the possibilities just 
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mentioned, special steps were taken to ensure that the letters were written in a manner 
consistent with previous studies. With so many variables to consider it is difficult to 
predict why my dissertation had a lower response rate than other studies.  
Another limitation of this study concerns the high inter-correlations between the 
dependent variables. First, these high inter-correlations made it difficult to determine how 
each dependent variable interacted with the hypothesized effective components of 
effective explanations. Second, people may argue these high associations mean that when 
I am examining various relationships with different dependent measures I am just 
inspecting these relationships with redundant variables. Because there is so much overlap 
in explained variance people may argue that I am really measuring the same thing many 
times over. However, when the levels of multi-collinearity were examined all of the 
observed tolerance and VIF levels between variables were within acceptable limits. In 
addition, although the dependent variables were inter-correlated, conceptually they 
represent different ideas with respect to service recovery. That is, the items I used to 
create the five indices clearly measure different components of overall consumer 
satisfaction. Admittedly, these correlations were high between two of the components 
(future intent to do business with an organization and perceived company credibility) but, 
some level of significant association should be expected considering I was trying to 
measure different aspects of the same idea – namely, satisfaction with an organization 
following a service failure.  
Finally, given the number of tests I conducted, a person could argue that some of 
the findings reported with only one significant outcome could be a product of chance 
alone. By conducting several analyses, a person could argue that I increased the potential 
of receiving a type I error. 
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
As was suggested earlier, a possible fruitful direction for future research may be 
to further examine the expectations consumers have for organizations following a failure. 
It only makes sense that to deliver a satisfying outcome organizations must know what 
consumers desire in the first place. Marketers use this idea to sell products (What do 
consumers want and how can an organization provide a product to meet that need?), so 
why shouldn’t people who handle complaints use it as well? Research investigating what 
consumers want, and expect, following specific organizational failures will help 
companies determine the appropriate type, and level, of remediation to provide. 
Future research should also more closely examine the differences between 
organizational remediation tactics with service- and product-based organizations. This 
dissertation suggests that service- and product-based companies would be wise to 
consider different approaches to complaints and ensuing recovery situations. I would be 
surprised to learn that there were no significant differences between the two types of 
business on consumers’ expectations for recovery, options available for recovery, or best 
practices when dealing with aggrieved consumers. The distinction between the types of 
organizational failures may help researchers parcel out which tactics are most effective 
for each type of business. 
Additionally, future researchers may also want to test the usefulness of the 
involvement measure introduced in this study. As was mentioned earlier, before this 
dissertation, no measure of consumer involvement with an organizational failure existed. 
The introduction of this four-item measure was a good start towards its preliminary 
validation but more studies using the measure are needed to demonstrate its value. 
Although new, future researchers measuring consumer dissatisfaction may want to use 
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this four-item index – especially considering the alternatives that have been used in the 
past. 
Moreover, future research may want to consider coding for or manipulating the 
type of communication sent to companies in the first place. In the current study subjects’ 
outgoing letters were not coded for their content. Although certain criteria were asked for 
in the production of the complaint letters, subjects’ levels of communicated 
dissatisfaction, sincerity, and involvement with the organizational failure may have 
varied from letter to letter. This being the case, companies may have been more willing to 
respond to, and spend resources on, consumers who had (what they considered to be) 
legitimate claims. Future studies may want to examine whether the way people write 
complaint letters has the ability to influence subsequent organizational responses. 
Future research may also want to measure the number of contacts made by 
subjects regarding their complaints. That is, subjects may complain to organizations 
differently if they are complaining for the first time compared to if they are complaining 
for a second or third time. Researchers may want to examine if subjects’ tactics change 
with the number of communication attempts, if consumers’ expectations change as they 
communicate with organizations, and if companies acknowledge multiple communication 
efforts. 
Finally, this dissertation determined that the hypothesized components of 
effective explanations are important to organizational recovery efforts. Remedial 
communication that is perceived to be believable, appropriate, considerate, and 
responsible can influence peoples’ future intent to do business with a company, 
perceptions of company credibility, satisfaction with an organizational response, 
perceptions of negativity with a failure episode, and – to some extent – the level of 
perceived organizational control over a failure. However, a plethora of communicative 
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messages may be potentially generated by organizations when they receive complaints 
from consumers. Future research may want to examine what types of messages enhance 
each of the four components of effective explanations. This dissertation informs us about 
three in particular. Generally speaking, excuses negatively affect people’s perceptions of 
appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility. Justifications negatively affect 
perceptions of believability, and apologies positively affect perceptions of believability, 
appropriateness, consideration, and responsibility. The next step researchers may want to 
consider is to determine – in addition to excuses, justifications, and excuses – what other 
forms of messages influence perceptions of the four components of effective remedial 







1. Name _______________________________CMS Instructor’s name:______________ 
2. Age__________                                                       3. Sex (please circle one)      M     F 
4. Name of company ______________________________________________________ 
5. Type of product/service rendered (please circle one) 
6. Price for product/service  $___________ 





Please think about how the failure from the company made you feel.  Respond to the 
items below by circling the NUMBERED response you think best reflects your 
sentiments. 
 
8.  How much does this organizational failure mean to you? 
(Not much at all)   1           2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much) 
 
 
9.  How angry are you about the organizational failure? 
(Not much at all)   1           2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much) 
 
 
10. How important is the organizational failure to you? 
(Not much at all)   1           2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much) 
 
 
11. How upset does the organizational failure make you? 
(Not much at all)   1           2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much) 
 
 
12. How costly is the organizational failure to you? 




Be sure to paper clip and turn in 1) this page, 2) your letter (in a sealed, properly addressed envelope), 
and 3) a copy of your letter to your CMS instructor 
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Directions:   
1)  Think of a time when a company has recently failed to provide an adequate service to you or has 
provided a product that was unsatisfactory. Examples can include late airplane flights, poor service at a 
restaurant, or a product that doesn’t work like it is supposed to. Consider these situations to be 
‘organizational failures’ and think of a time when you experienced one with either a product or a service. 
 
2)  Once you have the product or service failure in mind I want you to type a complaint letter to the 
organization expressing your sentiments.  I want you to be truthful and accurate in your description of the 
situation and write to the company as you would if you had not been prompted to do so.   
On the page be sure to include the following (see sample): 
A) Your name and MY RETURN ADDRESS – (Put this on the upper right hand side of the page) 
 601 West 26th Street #B 
 Austin, TX  78705 
 B) The date (Put this on the upper left hand side     
of the page, starting one line below my return 
address) 
C) The company’s address (Put this below the 
date)  
 
In the letter include the following: 
D) The brand name of the service or product 
E) When and where you purchased the service or 
product 
F) The reason for your dissatisfaction 




3) Photocopy (or print) an extra copy of the letter 
and staple it to the questionnaire (the 
questionnaire is on the other side of this page). 
 
4) After creating the letter, put the address of the company on an envelope. Be sure to direct your letter to 
customer service or to the appropriate person/agency.  
 
5) Put the following return address on the envelope: 
YOUR NAME 
601 West 26th Street #B 
Austin, TX  78705 
 
6) Place the letter in the envelope and seal it. 
 
7) Fill out the questionnaire on the other side of this page 
 
8) Paper clip a) the questionnaire, b) a copy of the complaint letter, and c) the sealed, addressed 
envelope together and deliver them to your CMS instructor… Do this as soon as possible. THE 
DEADLINE TO TURN THESE IN IS FEB. 22  
 
9) I will send the letter and pay for postage. 
 
10) Once an answer to your letter has been received you will be contacted to fill out a brief survey 




You just wrote to a company about being unhappy with a product or a service. The 
company you contacted has written back and you have read the response.  Think about 
the content of that message and what you were told in response to your complaint.  With 
this in mind please select a number below that best matches how you felt about the 
response as it relates to the following explanation characteristics.  
 
When responding to each item you should indicate whether you (1) strongly disagree, (2) 
somewhat disagree, (3) slightly disagree, (4) neither disagree nor agree, (5) slightly agree, 
(6) somewhat agree, or (7) strongly agree.  
     1        2           3                      4            5                     6                  7 
    strongly          somewhat          slightly                     no                      slightly             somewhat      strongly     
    disagree           disagree           disagree            opinion                  agree                   agree           agree 
 
 
_____1. The organization’s explanation was truthful.  
_____2. The organization’s explanation was deceitful.  
_____3. The organization was lying to you.  
_____4. The organization was honest.  
_____5. The explanation provided by the organization was fraudulent.  
 
_____6. The organization’s response was acceptable. 
_____7. The organization’s response was appropriate. 
_____8. The organization’s response was reasonable. 
_____9. The organizations’ response was suitable considering the circumstances. 
____10. The organization’s response made sense considering your situation. 
 
____11. The organizational response was respectful. 
____12. The organizational response was courteous. 
____13. The organization was sympathetic to your inconvenience. 
____14. The organizational response was polite. 
____15. The organization was understanding of your problem.  
 
____16. The organization took ownership of the problem. 
____17. The organization tried to shift the blame. 
____18. The organization tried to avoid responsibility. 
____19. The organization admitted to being accountable for the situation. 






Please think about how the response from the company makes you feel.  Respond to the 
items below by circling the numbered response you think best reflects your sentiments. 
 
21. What is the likelihood of you doing more business with this company again? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
22. What is the likelihood that you encourage your friends to do business with this 
company?  
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
23. What is the likelihood that you say positive things about this company to others? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
24. What is the likelihood that you consider this company as your first choice when 
buying a similar product?  
 (Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
25. How satisfied are you with the company’s response? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
26. How fair with customers is this company? 
 (Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
27. Was an adequate explanation offered to you regarding your complaint? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
28. How sufficient was the explanation provided to you? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
29. To what extent is the company to blame for the problem? 




30. To what extent was the problem caused by something outside the control of the 
company? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
31. To what extent is the company responsible for the problem? 
 (Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
32. To What extent is the problem beyond the company’s control? 
 (Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
33. How unpleasant was this experience? 
 (Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
34. How much harm did you experience? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
35. How concerned is this company with quality? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
36. How credible is this company? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
37. How reputable do you think the firm is? 
(Not At All)   1            2            3            4            5            6            7    (Very Much So) 
 
 
38. How competent is this company? 
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